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suggested he understood Leafstar’s concerns only too 
well. He lifted his head, his ears erect and his jaws 
parted to taste the air. “They went that way,” he 
meowed after a moment, pointing with his tail. 

“Thank you.” Leafstar was grateful for her 
Clanmate’s familiarity with the sounds and scents of 
the Twolegplace. She wished she could tell him how 
much she wanted him to go with her. But it would 
cause only more trouble. “I'll see you in camp 
tomorrow.” 

Billystorm didn’t respond, but watched Leafstar as 
she leaped down from the roof. Before she headed 
across the grass in the direction he had shown her, she 
glanced over her shoulder to see him looking down at 
her. His eyes glowed with the harsh orange light that 
filled the Twolegplace. It was impossible to tell what 
he was thinking. Does he really think I dont need 


him? 


Trying to push Billystorm out of her mind, Leafstar 
raced through the next fence, scrambling through 
dense shrubbery until she popped out at the edge of a 
path covered with sharp white stones. A moment later 
she slid back into hiding as a gray-and-white kittypet 
padded slowly along the edge of the path and 
disappeared through a small flap at the bottom of the 
door to the den. 

The next enclosed space was filled with a strong 
scent of dog. With nowhere to hide, Leafstar slunk 
along the bottom of the fence on the tips of her paws 
in case she alerted the animal. Thankfully she spotted 
a gate, and squeezed through into another alley. Her 
heart was pounding and she halted for a moment to 
catch her breath in the shelter of a big green Twoleg 
thing with round black paws. 

Snookthorns housefolk had one of these, she 
remembered, wrinkling her nose with disgust. That 
stank of crow-food, too. 

“Water won’t do you any harm.” Leafstar stiffened 
as she heard Stick’s voice coming from somewhere up 
ahead. “Just roll in it. It will hide your scent.” 


“I don’t want to hide my scent!” Rockshade’s voice 


was horrified. “In the forest, SkyClan scent is 
something to be proud of. It’s part of defending our 
territory.” 

“But you’re not in your territory now, are you?” 
Shorty pointed out quietly. 

Peering out from behind the Twoleg thing, Leafstar 
spotted the patrol at the corner of the alley where it 
joined a small Thunderpath. Harsh orange light spilled 
down from another of the stone trees, gleaming on the 
surface of a puddle. The acrid stench reached 
Leafstar, even drowning the scent of crow-food. 

“Just roll” Sharpclaw growled. “You’re keeping us 
all waiting.” 

Leafstar heard the sounds of splashing as 
Rockshade lowered himself into the puddle and rolled 
over. Anger surged up inside her. She leaped out from 
her hiding place and stalked up to the patrol. 

“What in StarClan’s name is going on?” 

Concentrating on Rockshade, none of the patrol had 
heard or scented her approach. They spun around to 
face her; behind them, Rockshade scrambled up out of 
the puddle, shaking himself to try to get rid of the 


water. His black pelt was clumped and messy. His 


eyes were clouded with guilt; Sparrowpelt and 
Cherrytail looked uncomfortable, too, but the 
Twolegplace cats were quite calm. 

Sharpclaw was the first to speak. “What does it 
look like?” he meowed. “We’re exploring Twoleg 
territory in case we ever need to fight here.” 

His confident reply took Leafstar by surprise. “Why 
didn’t you tell me?” 

“You've been too busy,” Sharpclaw replied. 

Meeting his calm green gaze, Leafstar barely 
managed to stop herself from raking her claws over his 
ears. Words exploded from her, fierce as a greenleaf 
storm. “Not too busy to know that my warriors are 
leaving the gorge at night! And why do we need to 
know how to fight in the Twolegplace? What are you 
planning?” 

The cool look Sharpclaw gave her made Leafstar 
feel as if she were some crazy elder with burrs in her 
pelt. “We’re planning nothing,” he meowed, as if that 
should have been obvious. “We’re preparing for the 
future, which cannot be seen. Stick brought knowledge 
that we don’t have, and I thought it would make us 


even stronger.” 


Leafstar took a deep breath; with a massive effort 
she made herself calm down. Sharpclaw was 
undermining her in front of her Clanmates, and 
widening the rift between these cats and the daylight- 
warriors, but screeching and fighting was not the 
answer. 

“Don’t you think you’re endangering our regular 
hunting and border patrols, if our cats are tired after 
being out all night?” she queried evenly. 

“That’s why we bring only two or three cats at a 
time,” Sharpclaw explained, his voice as patient as if 
he was telling a new apprentice how to stalk a mouse. 

Leafstar could tell he thought she was making an 
antheap out of a single grain of dirt. Desperately she 
held on to her resolve to be calm, but it was growing 
harder with every breath she took. “You mean you do 
this regularly? I can’t believe you’d go behind my back 
like this!” She heard her voice growing shrill, and 
forced herself to lower it. “I am the leader of SkyClan. 
Does the warrior code mean nothing to you?” 

Sharpclaw blinked. “It means everything. Which is 
why I want to learn how I can fight wherever I need 


to, so that I can protect my Clanmates.” 


Tension burning through her pelt, Leafstar took a 
paw step forward, so that she stood nose to nose with 
her deputy. “You should have told me what you were 
doing,” she hissed. “You can’t give one half of the 
Clan extra training and ignore the others.” 

“You mean the kitty-warriors? It’s not my problem 
if they aren’t here for night training.” 

“That’s not the issue, and you know it!” Leafstar 
crouched, lashing her tail; a red mist was filling her 
vision. 7 can t believe Sharpclaw brings everything 
back to this! 

She was about to spring, when Cora’s quiet voice 
broke through her fury. “Leafstar, wait.” The black 
she-cat turned to Stick and addressed him. “Stick, 
please. It’s time to tell them the truth.” 

The long-legged brown tom glared at her, bristling. 
“PIL decide when it’s time,” he snapped. 

Shorty padded up to him and gave him a nudge on 
the shoulder. “Cora’s right,’ he mewed. “The SkyClan 
cats deserve to know.” 

Stick hesitated a heartbeat longer, glancing at 
Sharpclaw, then nodded. “It was my idea to train your 


cats to fight in a Twolegplace,” he told Leafstar. “We 


didn’t come here to join your Clan. We came because 
we need your help.” 


CHAPTER 31 


Stick jumped onto the top of the wall and looked 
down into the Twoleg yard. His pelt prickled with 
uneasiness. The place should have been familiar, but it 
had been a long time since he had come this way, and 
he was unsettled by how much had changed. 

That bush has grown much bigger, he thought, 
jumping at the unexpected throaty bark of a dog from 
the next garden. And that dog was a yapping little 
puppy. 

Stick parted his jaws to taste the air and realized 
regretfully that the clump of catmint that once grew 
beside the door of the Twoleg nest had vanished. /t 
was the catmint that brought me here in the first 
place. He had followed the scent and jumped down 
from the rough stone wall to bury his nose in the 
leaves. And a voice, quiet and wary, had spoken 
behind him.... 

“Why have you come here?” It was the same 
voice, but harsher than Stick remembered. A sleek, 
gray-furred she-cat had emerged from the nest and 


stood looking up at him, every hair on her pelt oozing 


hostility, her lips drawn back in a snarl. 

Stick leaped down from the wall and faced her. “It’s 
Red.” 

The gray she-cat gave him a cautious look. “Is she 
all right?” 

“She’s fine, I think.” 

“What do you mean, you think?” The she-cat’s 
claws slid out. “You promised you would look after 
her.” 

“Velvet, I didn’t come here to fight,’ Stick mewed 
wearily. “I know you made your choice, but our 
daughter needs our help.” 

Velvet paused for a heartbeat, then waved her tail 
toward the low-growing branches of a bush. “Okay, 
come under here. I don’t want my housefolk seeing 
you.” 

Stick pressed his belly to the ground and slid 
underneath the bush behind Velvet. Memories pressed 
around him, clutched in the thick leafy scents. “Do you 
remember catching your first mouse here? You said 
you'd never tasted anything so good.” 

Velvet flicked her ears. “That was a long time ago.” 


“I know. And then you made me go into your nest 


and try your Twoleg food, and you thought it was so 
funny when I spat it out.” Stick let out a faint sigh. 
“How did we grow so far apart?” 

“We share our daughter, nothing else,” Velvet 
replied coldly. “I thought you came to talk about her?” 

“I did. There’s a problem.” As briefly as he could, 
Stick told his former mate about Dodge and his 
followers, how they had moved into his part of the 
Twolegplace and were terrorizing the other cats, not 
allowing them to hunt. While he was talking, he looked 
in vain for any spark of sympathy in Velvet’s eyes. 

“You chose to live like that, fighting for your food 
like foxes,’ she meowed when Stick had finished. 
“You can’t stop other cats from moving in.” 

“That’s not the point!” Stick snapped. “I’d be willing 
to share prey in a fair fight, but these cats seem intent 
on taking everything. Including Red.” 

Velvet’s eyes stretched wide. “Have they stolen 
her?” 

“Not exactly. But I think that Red has become ... 
attached ... to one of Dodge’s cats.” 

“You mean she’s fallen in love with a cat who lives 


by a different set of rules?” Mockery glinted in 


Velvet’s blue eyes. “You wouldn’t dream of doing 
anything like that, would you?” 

Stick felt his fur prick along his spine. “It’s more 
than that. I think Red helped those cats to plan a 
Twoleg attack on the alley where we sleep.” 

“Red would never do that!” Velvet hissed. Stick 
wasn’t sure; he knew his doubt must have shown in his 
eyes, because the gray she-cat went on, “Being in love 
doesn’t change who you are! Do you distrust your own 
daughter, just because she has feelings?” More gently, 
she added, “Stick, you and I stayed true to ourselves, 
didn’t we? I never told you I would give up my home 
for you, but that didn’t mean I didn’t love you. I gave 
you our daughter, remember?” 

Stick looked down at the earth beneath his front 
paws. “And I’ve lost her!” 

“No, you haven’t,’ Velvet meowed, stretching out 
her tail-tip to touch him on the shoulder. “You know 
exactly where she is. Go talk to her; maybe she 
doesn’t even know about the attack in the alley.” 

“Oh, she knows.” Stick slid his claws into the soil. 
“She was there—and she escaped just in time.” 


Velvet’s blue eyes clouded. “You’re assuming too 


much.” She hesitated, then added, “You’re planning to 
attack these cats, aren’t you? Turn your daughter into 
a scrap of food to be fought over? Red won’t thank 
you for that. She knows her own mind.” 

And you know me—too well, Stick thought 
ruefully. “These cats know only about fighting.” 

“No. You know only about fighting.” Velvet started 
to crawl backward, retreating out of the shelter of the 
bush. 

“Wait!” Stick called. “I... I thought you could talk to 
Red.” 

“Me?” Velvet’s blue eyes chilled. “Oh, no. My life 
is here, with my housefolk. Red knows where I am if 
she wants to see me.” 

“You can’t hide here with your kittypet slop while 
our daughter is in danger!” 

“Why can’t I? Are you going to force me to come 
with you? I’ve told you, Stick, what we did was a 
mistake. I will never understand the way you live.” 

“But—but you let me take Red!” Stick hissed. 

“T like my life the way it is,’ Velvet replied. “A kit 
would have changed that. You told me that Red would 


be safe, and I believe that she is. It’s only your 


stubbornness and pride that put her in danger.” Stick 
opened his jaws to protest, but Velvet swept on. 
“You’re just angry that she could do something that 
you don’t want her to. Leave her be, or she’ll end up 
hating you.” 

Not waiting for a reply, she slid out from under the 
bush and headed for her nest. By the time Stick 
scrambled out after her, she had vanished. 

Shaking leaf-mold from his pelt, Stick climbed the 
wall again and leaped down into the alley. As he 
landed, he spotted Shorty sitting a few tail-lengths 
away, his stumpy tail wrapped over his paws. 

“You followed me!” Stick snarled. 

Shorty cocked his head to one side. “We’re in this 
together, Stick, whether you like it or not. What did 
Velvet say?” 

Stick padded along the alley to sit beside his friend. 
“She thinks I should leave Red to make up her own 
mind.” 

“But it’s more than that!” Shorty meowed, shocked. 
“Our cats are being hurt, and we’ve lost Percy, all 
thanks to Dodge.” 


Stick gave him a long look. “I’m not going to let 


Velvet think we’re weak, okay?” 

Shorty let out an impatient huff, but made no 
comment. After a moment he went on, “Let’s go. P’ve 
found a place where we can spy on Dodge’s camp.” 

Stick narrowed his eyes in surprise. “Where?” 

“Follow me.” 

The two cats trekked across the Twolegplace until 
they reached the edge, where spindly trees grew up to 
the bank of a dirty shallow stream. Stick gazed out 
across the sluggish yellow water, wrinkling his nose at 
the scent of the Twoleg waste that choked the current. 
There was a scent of cat, too, coming most strongly 
from a heap of Twoleg boxes tumbled at the water’s 
edge; some of them leaned over the stream, their 
flimsy material growing soggy as the waves lapped 
against them. 

“That’s where Dodge lives?” Stick murmured. “It’s 
just about right for a mange-pelt like him!” 

“Come up here,” Shorty urged him, waving his tail 
at a small wooden den a few fox-lengths from the 
river. “We don’t want Dodge to catch us.” 

He scrambled up the wall to the flat roof of the den, 


and Stick followed, hissing with annoyance as splinters 


of wood stuck in his belly fur. He flattened himself to 
the roof beside Shorty and peered over the edge. 

At first there were no cats to be seen. Then the 
side of one of the boxes flapped and Misha and 
Skipper emerged into the open. Stick let out a low 
growl as he remembered Misha’s claws slashing 
across Percy’s face, ripping out his eye. The two cats 
padded a little farther up the bank to where another of 
the boxes cast a heavy patch of shade. Stick stiffened 
as he made out movement and the glint of eyes in the 
shadow. 

“Dodge is there!” he hissed. 

Misha and Skipper stood in front of Dodge for a 
few heartbeats. Stick could hear the murmur of their 
voices, but he was too far away to hear what they 
were saying. Then he glimpsed movement among the 
trees on the other side of the stream. His claws slid 
out, digging into the wooden roof, and he bunched his 
muscles as Red and the gray-brown tom Harley came 
into sight. Red was carrying the limp body of a 
squirrel. 

“Steady,” Shorty whispered, laying his tail across 


Stick’s shoulders. 


Though Stick burned to jump down into Dodge’s 
camp, yowling a challenge, he watched in silence as 
Red and Harley crossed the stream by a set of 
stepping-stones. Red was hanging back as if she was 
nervous—and so she should be, going into Dodge s 
camp !—but Harley seemed to be encouraging her. 

Misha and Skipper dipped their heads coolly as Red 
and Harley approached: not welcoming Red, but 
making no attempt to chase her away, either. Stick’s 
ears strained to hear what they were saying. He 
managed to catch a few words; Harley was 
introducing Red to them. 

“How do we know we can trust her?” Skipper 
asked. 

“You know who her father is!” Misha put in 
spite fully. 

Skipper said something else that Stick couldn’t 
catch; then Red stepped forward and laid her squirrel 
down at the two cats’ paws. 

“Look, she caught us a squirrel!” Harley 
announced. 

Memories flooded over Stick, of how he had taught 


his daughter to catch squirrels near their alley, and he 


sank his claws even farther into the roof. Why is she 
doing this to me? 

Red stood watching while Misha and Skipper 
crouched down to eat the squirrel. Meanwhile, Dodge 
rose to his paws and emerged from the shadows, his 
gaze scorching Red’s ginger pelt. After a couple of 
heartbeats he mewed something to her; Red nodded. 

“He’s asking her for information about us!” Stick 
snarled. “We have to stop them! Let’s get the others.” 
Spinning around, he jumped down from the den roof 
and headed back toward his own territory. 

Shorty caught up to him in a swift patter of paws. 
“We can’t stop them,” he warned. “Not on our own.” 

“We are on our own,” Stick snapped. “If Velvet is 
anything to go by, the kittypets around here aren’t 
going to be any help.” 

“No, not kittypets,” Shorty replied. “But there are 
other cats we could ask, cats who are trained to fight 
and wouldn’t flinch at killing to protect their home.” 

Stick halted. 

“Do you remember those cats who came here just 
after the flood?” Shorty contmued. “From a forest 


downriver? They were on their way to find other cats, 


weren’t they? Just like them.” His voice grew hopeful. 
“If we could find them, maybe they would help us to 
sort out Dodge.” 

Stick stared at his friend. He remembered the tom 
with the flame-colored pelt, who had lost his mate in 
the flood and was looking for her, full of strength and 
determination, even though he was exhausted from 
battling the water. His muscles had been strong and 
lean under his fur, and there was a glint in his eyes that 
Stick had never seen in a kittypet. 

“Youre right, Shorty,’ he growled. “We must find 
those cats.” 


CHAPTER 32 


Leafstar sat in the shadow of the Rockpile; 
Sharpclaw, Stick, and his friends crouched around her 
as she listened to Stick describing battles and betrayals 
in his Twolegplace. She had sent Rockshade, 
Cherrytail, and Sparrowpelt back to the warriors’ den; 
the rest of the cats were asleep, except for Coal, still 
keeping watch from a ledge halfway up the cliff. 

A chill mght breeze whispered down the gorge, 
though at the top of the rocks Leafstar could make out 
the first pale streaks of dawn. The moon had set, and 
the warriors of StarClan were fading. 

“Please, will you help us?” Stick asked, bringing his 
story to a close. “You’re the only hope we have.” 

Leafstar felt like a twig whirled around and around 
in the pool where the river poured out from the cave. 
Her pelt prickled with annoyance at the way she had 
been distracted from her discovery that Sharpclaw 
was training her cats secretly at night. 

Theres no way I’m letting that go unchallenged! 

“I need to think,” she meowed. “Go to your den 


now, and I’ Il let you know what I decide.” 


Stick looked as if he was about to argue, but Cora 
touched him on the shoulder with her tail and jerked 
her head toward the path that led up to their den. Stick 
gave in and moved off, with Cora beside him; Shorty 
dipped his head to Leafstar and murmured, “Thank you 
for listening,” before he followed. 

Leafstar was left with Sharpclaw; the ginger tom 
was flexing his claws impatiently. 

“I can’t see that there’s much to think about,” he 
told her, once the Twolegplace cats were out of 
earshot. “We’re going to help them, aren’t we? We 
have the strength and the skills, and what Dodge has 
done is wrong.” 

Leafstar fixed him with a hard gaze. “Where in the 
warrior code does it say that we have to use our skills 
to help other cats? I’m sorry for what has happened to 
Stick and the others, but I don’t see how it’s SkyClan’s 
responsibility.” 

“What?” Sharpclaw gave a single lash of his tail. 
“Look at the way Stick and the others helped us with 
the rats! And they’ve hunted for us and carried out all 
the other warrior duties. Are you saying that SkyClan 


shouldn’t be loyal to them?” 


“It’s not a matter of loyalty,” Leafstar pointed out, 
determined to keep her temper. “Stick and his friends 
never intended to stay with us for good. Surely that 
means they’re not warriors like us.” 

Sharpclaw twitched his whiskers. “They’re not the 
only cats to have a life outside the gorge.” 

“Why does it always have to come back to the 
daylight-warriors?” Leafstar snapped. She took a 
couple of breaths and continued, “I said I’d think about 
it, and I will. But it will be my decision, Sharpclaw.” 

Her deputy met her gaze, then nodded and headed 
off toward the warriors’ den. 

Leafstar watched him go, then climbed the trail to 
her own den and settled into her nest. But although she 
was tired, she couldn’t seem to get comfortable in the 
moss and fern. Her paws prickled with restlessness; 
leaving the den again, she wandered up the gorge in 
the growing light of dawn. As she rounded the spur of 
rock before the training area, she spotted Skywatcher 
sitting on the edge of the sandy circle; the warrior of 
StarClan looked up as if he had been waiting for her. 

“Greetings, Leafstar,’ he meowed. “You are 


troubled.” 


Leafstar dipped her head. “Greetings, Skywatcher. 
Do you know whats happening? What the 
Twolegplace cats want us to do?” 

“I do.” Skywatcher swept his starry tail around, 
beckoning Leafstar to sit beside him. “You must feel as 
though these visitors have been using SkyClan for their 
own ends.” 

“Yes!” Leafstar exclaimed, warmed by the spirit 
cat’s sympathy. “That’s exactly how it feels.” 

“But they have been loyal to their adopted Clan,” 
Skywatcher went on. “They have hunted and fought 
for you. Remember the rats, and the cruel Twoleg, and 
the wounded Twoleg kit? Other Clans would help one 
another in times of great need.” 

“You mean the forest Clans?” Leafstar checked. 
“They didn’t exactly help SkyClan in the end, did 
they?” 

Skywatcher shrugged. “Maybe this is your chance 
to show forgiveness, to prove that SkyClan has 
recovered and grown stronger from that time, and can 
show mercy of its own.” 

Leafstar didn’t have a chance to reply before she 


glimpsed a movement among the rocks above the 


training area, and a black tom bounded into the open. 
The fur on her neck started to rise, thinking that a 
rogue was invading the gorge, until she spotted the 
glitter of stars around his paws. 

The newcomer stormed up to Skywatcher, his ears 
flat with fury, his eyes blazing. “No mercy!” he 
snarled. “SkyClan has to survive alone! These 
intruders do not deserve to be warriors if all they ever 
wanted was our strength and experience to fight their 
battle.” He spun around and fixed his burning gaze on 
Leafstar. “SkyClan cannot leave the gorge!” 

Skywatcher reached out with his tail in a calming 
gesture. “Swallowflight,’ he meowed, “you are blinded 
by the wounds that were given to you long ago.” 

“It was a wound from which we never recovered,” 
Swallowflight hissed. 

“But the Clan did recover.” Skywatcher nodded to 
Leafstar. “Look, it’s back where it belongs, in the 
gorge that you found.” 

“This is not a true Clan!” Swallowflight spat. “How 
many of them are kittypets, refusing to leave their 
pampered nests of slop and Twolegs fawning over 


them? Their leader doesn’t even know where half of 


them are when she’s asleep.” 

Anger and horror flooded through Leafstar. “That’s 
not true!” she whispered, rising to her paws and 
backing away. Or is there a truth there that I dare 
not admit? 

She looked at Skywatcher for support, but the gray 
tom did not speak. Instead, he leaped at Swallowflight, 
knocking him over and rolling him in the sand. 
Swallowflight fought back viciously, his hind paws 
scrabbling at Skywatcher as he tried to sink his teeth 
into the gray cat’s neck. 

Skywatcher let out a screech. Leafstar jumped at 
the noise, and found herself back in her own nest, 
scrabbling among the moss and bracken. 

“It was a dream!” she gasped, struggling for deep 
breaths to steady the pounding of her heart. 

Sunlight poured into her den, and from outside she 
could hear the movement and voices of cats going 
about the tasks of the new day. She sat up and started 
to groom her pelt, feeling as if every hair of it was 
tangled and filthy. 

A few heartbeats later a shadow fell across the 


sunlight as Echosong popped her head into the den. 


“Are you okay?” she meowed. “It’s late; I thought you 
might be sick.” 

“No, Pm fine,’ Leafstar replied, her voice still 
shaky. 

She was lying. Her dream clung to the comers of 
her mind and Swallowflight’s challenge echoed off the 
walls around her. How many StarClan warriors felt the 
same scorn for her Clan of daylight-warriors? Have 1 
really gone so far wrong? 

Then she reminded herself that Skywatcher had 
been ready to fight on her behalf. And Spottedleaf, 
Cloudstar, Birdflight, and Fawnstep had all encouraged 
her. Maybe Swallowflight, whoever he is, has his 
own problems. 

Even so, she was unsettled by the knowledge that 
StarClan cats would fight among themselves. Leafstar 
had been taught by Firestar to rely on the wisdom of 
her warrior ancestors, and she had never seen such 
rage unleashed among their own ranks before now. 
Two sides to an argument meant that one side had to 
be wrong, didn’t it? So which cats was she supposed 
to listen to? 


Great StarClan, what am I going to do if I cant 


even trust you? 


Leafstar followed Echosong down toward the river. 
The sun was climbing into a clear sky, filling the gorge 
with warmth. Even the rocks were hot under 
Leafstar’s pads as she made her way down the trail. 

Fallowfern’s kits were sprawled in a patch of shade 
at the foot of the cliff, with their mother standing over 
them. 

“But we don’t want to clean out the nursery,” 
Nettlekit was complaining. “It’s too hot.” 

“I just want to sleep,” Rabbitkit murmured drowsily. 

“That’s too bad,’ Fallowfern meowed, giving the 
nearest kit a prod with one paw. “The nursery won’t 
clean itself.” 

“Why can’t the apprentices do it?” Plumkit argued. 

Fallowfern’s eyes widened and she let out a 
shocked hiss. “Don’t be so lazy!” she scolded her 
daughter. “You’re old enough to do it yourselves now. 
Come along right away, and don’t let me hear another 
word from any of you!” 

Groaning and muttering under their breath, the four 


kits hauled themselves to their paws and trudged up 


the path, with Fallowfern right behind. 

That must be the first time I’ve seen those kits 
when they werent bouncing around, Leafstar 
thought, amusement driving away some part of her 
worries. She spotted Clovertail stumbling awkwardly 
down from the new birthing den and padding over to 
Echosong. Her pale brown fur was clumped and 
untidy. 

“I feel as if my belly’s going to burst!” she 
complained to the medicine cat. “And this heat isn’t 
helping at all.” 

“T know, it’s hard for you when it’s time for your 
kits to come,” Echosong soothed her. “Come and sleep 
outside my den—there’s a cool and shady patch there. 
And PI give you some borage; that should help.” 

“Thank you, Echosong,” Clovertail mewed, limping 
off behind the medicine cat. “I don’t know what we’d 
do without you.” 

Blinking approvingly, Leafstar turned toward the 
Rockpile, where Sharpclaw was sorting out the patrols. 
Her deputy didn’t speak to her, but gave her a 
cautiously cordial nod. Leafstar returned the gesture, 


though she was still unhappy that they hadn’t yet 


discussed the way he had kept secrets from her. All 
four Twolegplace cats were standing in a cluster at 
one side. They seemed more subdued than usual; 
Leafstar wondered if they had given up all hope of 
finding help. A pang of guilt stabbed through her. / 
wish I knew what was the right thing to do. 

She was still pondering when the daylight-warriors 
appeared at the top of the gorge. No cheerful yowling 
announced their arrival this morning; the heat seemed 
to be affecting them, too, as they padded down the trail 
with Billystorm in the lead. 

As the ginger-and-white tom approached Leafstar 
he gave her an inquiring look and cocked his head 
toward Sharpclaw. Even in the hot sunlight, a chill ran 
through Leafstar. Billystorm obviously wanted to know 
what had happened after she left him the night before. 
She felt like a coward for turning away from him. But 
what can I say to him? I’m not even sure myself 
what this all means. 

“Its so hot!” Macgyver complained, his paws 
dragging as he headed toward Sharpclaw. “Do we 
have to hunt in this weather?” 


“Yeah, I feel as if my pelt is burning,” Harveymoon 


added. 

Sharpclaw opened his jaws for a scathing retort, but 
Leafstar forestalled him. She was grateful to 
Harveymoon and Macgyver for distracting her from 
Billystorm, and she noticed that their pelts were 
especially thick. They were probably feeling the heat 
more than their Clanmates. 

‘Fallowfern is cleaning out the nursery,’ she 
meowed. “Why don’t you fetch her some fresh moss 
from the cave? It must be nice and cool in there.” 

“Great! Thanks, Leafstar,’ Macgyver responded, 
waving his tail to beckon Harveymoon. “Let’s go!” 

“Be careful of the path—it’s slippery!” Leafstar 
reminded them as they climbed the Rockpile. She 
turned back to Sharpclaw, expecting some complaint 
that she was favoring the kittypets, but her deputy said 
nothing. 

The last patrols were leaving; Leafstar slipped 
alongside Shrewtooth as he led Ebonyclaw and 
Frecklepaw toward the Rockpile. “Mind if I jom you?” 
she asked. 

Shrewtooth blinked in pleased surprise. “We’d be 


glad to have you, Leafstar,’ he meowed, dipping his 


head and falling back to let her take the lead. 

“No, you lead, Shrewtooth,” Leafstar instructed. 

She noticed Ebonyclaw giving her a pleased look, 
and remembered how concerned the black she-cat had 
been that Shrewtooth wasn’t getting on well in the 
Clan. He was doing better now, Leafstar reflected, as 
the young black tom led the way across the heap of 
boulders and up the opposite side of the gorge. He was 
carefully checking each marker, tasting the air for any 
unfamiliar scents, and sending Ebonyclaw to check on 
a hole that had opened up among the roots of an oak 
tree. 

“I think it’s just fallen earth,’ the black she-cat 
reported. “There’s no scent of anything but leaves and 
beetles.” 

Leafstar began to relax as the patrol continued 
along the border. The thick green leaves overhead 
sheltered them from the worst of the heat; the forest 
floor was dim and cool, and the long grass brushed 
refreshingly agaist her pelt. 

This is how Clan life should be. 

Suddenly Shrewtooth halted, his ears pricked. “I 


>? 


hear something!” he announced. 


Gazing around for the source of the sound, Leafstar 
spotted a hollow tree just across the border. Bees were 
flying in and out of a hole high up in the trunk. Their 
low-pitched humming was what had alerted 
Shrewtooth. 

“Bees!” Frecklepaw exclaimed, her whiskers 
quivering. “Honey is so good for soothing sore throats. 
And for binding poultices together.” 

Leafstar couldn’t resist a glance at Ebonyclaw, 
expecting to see the black she-cat looking annoyed. 
Instead, she caught a resigned eye-roll from 
Frecklepaw’s mentor. Maybe Frecklepaw is meant to 
be a medicine cat after all. 

“No, Frecklepaw! Get back!” 

Shrewtooth’s urgent yowl made Leafstar jump. She 
spun around to see that Frecklepaw had started to 
climb the tree, her gaze fixed on the hole in the trunk. 
Shrewtooth’s warning startled the apprentice; she lost 
her balance and grabbed at the nearest branch. 

There was a loud crack. The branch Frecklepaw 
was holding gave way, and she half fell, half leaped to 
the ground in a tumble of mottled brown fur. The low 


humming of the bees grew to a high-pitched, angry 


buzzing. More and more of them poured out of the hole 
in a swelling cloud, reaching out toward the cats like a 
dark paw. 

“Run!” Leafstar screeched. 

She pushed the dazed Frecklepaw in front of her as 
the patrol fled back to the gorge. Her heart pounded as 
the striped black-and-yellow bodies whirled around her 
head, and she braced herself for the stab of their 
vicious stings. The swarm pursued them all the way, a 
threatening storm that hovered over them, occasionally 
darting down in a noisy frond to strike. Ebonyclaw let 
out a yowl as a bee stung her ear, flailing her tail wildly 
to try to keep them off. 

As the patrol bounded over the Rockpile, the cats 
who still remained in the gorge sprang up in alarm. 
Clovertail, roused from a doze outside Echosong’s den, 
let out a terrified wail. Tangle and Lichenfur slid out 
their claws as if this was an enemy they could attack. 
Echosong shot out of her den and gazed upward, her 
fur bristling. 

“Into the water!” Leafstar yowled. “Quick!” 

As her paws hit the ground at the foot of the 


Rockpile she launched herself at Tangle and Lichenfur, 


pushing them into the river. Tangle let out an outraged 
screech that ended in a splutter as Lichenfur shoved 
his head under. Echosong was helping Clovertail. 
Shrewtooth, Ebonyclaw, and Frecklepaw ran into the 
water without breaking stride and ducked their heads 
under the surface. 

Leafstar followed them, crouching at the edge of 
the river with just her nose and eyes out of the water. 
She shivered at the cold touch of the current that 
threatened to carry her off her paws. Thank StarClan 
that most of the Clan are out on patrol! And that 
Fallowfern and her kits are safely in the nursery! 

The bees buzzed furiously overhead; Leafstar 
thought she could hear their frustration that their prey 
had escaped. They circled around the pool, hovering 
low over the surface, but there was nothing for them to 
attack. After what felt like several moons, the swarm 
bunched together again and flew away. 

Leafstar hauled herself out of the pool; her fur felt 
heavy and water streamed from it, poolng around her 
paws. The rest of her Clanmates dragged themselves 
onto the bank; they looked thin and bedraggled with 


their pelts plastered to their sides. 


“What were you trying to drown me for?” Tangle 
snapped at Lichenfur. 

“Next time PI let you get stung,” the old she-cat 
muttered. 

Echosong was staring around at the drenched cats, 
speechless with shock. Leafstar couldn’t understand 
what was bothering her; she was usually far quicker 
than this to react to an emergency. 

“Hey, what happened?” 

The voice came from the other side of the river; 
Leafstar looked up to see Harveymoon and Macgyver, 
carrying bundles of moss from the cave and staring 
down in amazement at their sodden Clanmates. 

“Bee attack,” Tangle grunted. 

“Bee attack?” Harveymoon echoed, his eyes 
bulging from his head. “How did that happen?” 

“It was an accident, but it’s over now. Take the 
moss to Fallowfern,’ Leafstar told the daylight- 
warriors. “Tell her to keep her kits in the nursery in 
case there are any bees hanging around. PI come up 
and see them in a moment.” 

As Harveymoon and Macgyver raced off, Leafstar 


realized that almost all the cats were hurt. Clovertail 


had a sting dangerously close to her eye; it was 
swelling fast as she pawed at it with whimpers of pain. 
Ebonyclaw was circling, trying to reach a bite on her 
rump, while Shrewtooth was biting at his forepaw in a 
vain attempt to get the sting out. 

Leafstar padded over to Echosong. “Don’t these 
cats need help?” she prompted, giving the medicine cat 
a gentle prod on her shoulder. 

Echosong jumped. “Yes, of course. Sorry, 
Leafstar.” She padded forward, beckoning her 
Clanmates with her tail. “Line up here so I can take 
your stings out,” she instructed. “Don’t scratch them; 
you’ Il only make it worse. Frecklepaw, are you hurt?” 

“No, I’m fine,” the apprentice replied, pattering up. 

“Then you can help me. Go into my den and fetch 
some blackberry leaves.” 

Frecklepaw gave herself a good shake, scattering 
water droplets everywhere, before plunging into 
Echosong’s den. 

Seeing that everything was under control, Leafstar 
padded away to check on the nursery. “Come and see 
me later!” Echosong called after her. 


Leafstar waved her tail in acknowledgment and 


headed up the trail. To her relief, none of the swarm 
had found their way into the nursery. 

“It’s not fair!” Plumkit complained. “We never got 
to see the bees.” 

“Trust me, you don’t want to,” Fallowfern assured 
her. “We’re very lucky that we were safe in here.” 

When Leafstar returned to the bottom of the gorge, 
she discovered that Sharpclaw had returned with his 
hunting patrol; Shrewtooth was reporting on how 
Frecklepaw had disturbed the bees. 

“Its a good thing it was no worse,” Sharpclaw 
commented, glancing over to where Echosong was 
treating the cats who had been stung. “Do you think 
we should do something?” he asked Leafstar as she 
padded up. 

“T don’t think there’s anything we can do,” Leafstar 
replied, “unless you want to try moving a whole swarm 
of bees. No, we’ll just have to stay well clear, and 
reset the border markers to keep all the cats away 
from the tree.” 

Sharpclaw let out an annoyed hiss. “You’re right— 
but I hate losing territory.” 


“Leafstar! Leafstar!” Frecklepaw came bounding 


over, her eyes wide and troubled, the sharp scent of 
blackberry leaves clinging to her fur. “I’m so sorry. It 
was all my fault. It was stupid to climb that tree.” 

Leafstar touched the apprentice’s shoulder with the 
tip of her tail. “It wasn’t the best idea you’ve ever had, 
but you were right that honey is very useful for 
Echosong. It’s a pity we can’t get any from there.” 

“Next time think before you act, or ask your 
mentor,” Sharpclaw added, though he didn’t sound as 
scathing as Leafstar had expected, seeing that he was 
speaking to a daylight-warrior. 

Frecklepaw nodded. “I will, I promise.” 

Leafstar glanced toward the medicine cat’s den to 
see that she had finished treating the injured cats: 
Shrewtooth was just limping away from her, to flop 
down beside the river and begin to groom his damp fur. 

At least the sun will soon dry us off, Leafstar 
thought. 

She bounded over to the medicine cat’s den as 
Echosong was heading inside with the remains of the 
blackberry leaves. “You wanted to talk to me?” she 
asked. 


“Yes, I—” Echosong broke off, staring at 


Leafstar’s shoulder. “You’ve got a sting in there,” she 
murmured. “Hold still while I get it out.” 

“I never even realized,” Leafstar meowed, while 
Echosong parted her fur and delicately removed the 
sting with her teeth. 

The medicine cat chewed up some of the 
blackberry leaves and patted the poultice onto 
Leafstar’s shoulder. “The bee attack meant something 
else,” she told Leafstar while her head was still bent 
over the wound. “It was a sign.” 

Leafstar blinked. “What sort of sign? Does it mean 
that Frecklepaw shouldn’t be a medicine cat?” 

Echosong shook her head. “No, it’s more serious 
than that.” Hesitating, she stared out across the gorge, 
as if she was seeing something more distant than the 
cliffs opposite. “It was definitely a sign,” she went on 
at last, “but I don’t know exactly what it means. 
Maybe you do.” 

She cast a glance at Leafstar as if she was 
acknowledging that they hadn’t been so close lately, 
that Leafstar might well know something that she 
hadn’t shared with her medicine cat. Leafstar couldn’t 


think of anything to say. She hadn’t been keeping 


secrets from Echosong, had she? She doesnt know 
you saw Billystorm in the Twolegplace last night. 

“There is trouble somewhere, far off now. A great 
battle between cats who believe they are right and cats 
who believe they have been wronged beyond all 
measure.” Echosong spoke unexpectedly, in a voice 
that sounded as if it was coming from far away. “If we 
don’t act, it will come to us. A force of pain and 
violence, seething with rage, will come right into the 
gorge, and there will be no escape, not even the river. 
Our Clan will be devastated, and the quarrel will 
become ours.” 

Leafstar felt a chill run through her from ears to 
tai-tip, as if a storm cloud had covered the sun. 
Echosong, no. Dont tell me this.... 

Echosong looked at her leader, her beautiful green 
eyes troubled. “Does that make any sense to you?” 
she asked, her voice sounding normal again. “Is there a 
battle we can fight somewhere else, before it comes to 
our camp?” 


CHAPTER 33 


Leafstar fluffed up her fur against the dawn chill. 
The sky was pale gold where the sun would come up, 
but shadows still lay thick in the gorge. From where 
she sat on the Rockpile, she could watch her warriors 
as they slipped silently out of their dens and gathered 
beside the pool. 

She and Sharpclaw had arrived first, followed 
almost at once by the four Twolegplace cats. They 
stood huddled together; Leafstar remembered the hope 
that flared in their eyes when she gave them her 
decision the night before; now they just looked anxious, 
murmuring quietly to one another. 

Sparrowpelt and Cherrytail stood side by side, their 
pelts brushing, while Shrewtooth paced nervously up 
and down the riverbank. Leafstar hoped she was right 
to include the young black tom on this mission. But 
hes started to show such promise. I want to give 
him a chance to prove himself. 

Rockshade was saying farewell to his littermates, 
Bouncefire and Tinycloud. “I guess we’ll be back in a 


few days,” he meowed, trying and failing to sound 


cheerful. 

“It’s not fair!” Tinycloud exclaimed enviously. “Why 
do you get to go and we don’t?” 

There was a sudden patter of paws as Fallowfern’s 
kits scampered down the trail and hurled themselves at 
Waspwhisker while he was padding toward the 
meeting place. 

“No! You can’t go!” Plumkit squealed. 

“We’ll miss you.” Nettlekit pushed his head into his 
father’s shoulder. “What if you never come back?” 

All four of the kits set up a loud wail. 

“That’s enough,’ Waspwhisker told them, nuzzling 
each kit in turn. “Of course I’m coming back. And you 
have to look after your mother while I’m away. Make 
sure you do everything she tells you.” 

“We will!” Creekkit promised. 

Waspwhisker’s gaze met his mate’s as Fallowfern 
padded up to him. “Take care,” she whispered. 

“Of course I wil.” The two cats stood with their 
tails twining for a moment before Waspwhisker turned 
away and went to join Sharpclaw and the others. 

Leafstar’s whiskers twitched as she spotted a pale 


shape slipping into the midst of the cats. Whats Egg 


doing? I said that no apprentices were to come. She 
thought that the cream tom was trying to stay 
unnoticed, but Sharpclaw’s eyes were sharper than 
that. 

“Egg? What are you doing here? Didn’t you hear 
Leafstar say no apprentices?” 

Egg shouldered through the cluster of cats until he 
could face his mentor. “But Sharpclaw—” 

“T don’t have time for this,” the deputy interrupted, 
waving him away with a swift lash of his tail. 

‘Tve been in Twolegplaces before,” Egg went on, 
his voice growing louder until Leafstar could hear him 
clearly from where she stood on the Rockpile. “And 
I’m just as old and strong as some of the warriors, 
even though I haven’t finished my training. You know 
this, Sharpclaw. You said as much when I did my 
assessment the other day.” 

Sharpclaw paused, unusually hesitant, while his gaze 
traveled over the young tom. “That’s true...” 

“I really want to come.” Egg kneaded the ground 
with his forepaws. “I want to prove my loyalty to 
SkyClan.” 


Sharpclaw hesitated for a heartbeat longer, then 


turned to look up at Leafstar. “What do you think?” 

Leafstar gazed down at the eager apprentice. It 
was true that he was strong; his thin frame had filled 
out since he had lived with the Clan, and his muscles 
swelled beneath his sleek pelt. And she had watched 
him in training; he was swift and agile in battle, easily 
outmatching the other apprentices. 

“Very well,’ she meowed. “You can come, Egg. 
But remember, Sharpclaw is your mentor. You must do 
as he tells you.” 

“I will!” Egg promised, his eyes shining. “Thanks, 
Leafstar, Sharpclaw. You won’t be sorry.” He dipped 
his head to Leafstar and went to stand beside 
Rockshade. 

The cats who were to leave the gorge were all 
gathered beside the pool, their Clanmates standing a 
little way off to bid them farewell. Sharpclaw padded 
over to Patchfoot, who would be in charge while the 
Clan leader and the deputy were away. Leafstar could 
see that Sharpclaw was giving the black-and-white 
tom some final instructions, but they were too far away 
for her to hear what they said. 


Tension hung over the gorge like mist. Leafstar 


could read it in the bristling fur and jerky movements of 
the cats who were leaving, and in the somber gazes of 
those who were left behind. Letting out a long sigh, she 
lifted her head to the fading stars. “Please let this be 
the right thing to do,’ she murmured. “Bring all my 
cats safe home again.” 

“For what it’s worth, Z think you’re doing the right 
thing.” 

For a heartbeat, Leafstar thought that a warrior of 
StarClan had answered her. Then she recognized the 
voice; opening her eyes, she spun around to see 
Billystorm standing on the Rockpile a little way below 
her. Her heart swelled with joy as she realized that he 
was looking at her warmly, if with a wariness that she 
hadn’t seen before. 

“It means a lot, actually,’ she managed to reply, 
giving him a nod of welcome. “Thank you.” 

Billystorm stepped up onto the rock beside her. “I— 
I want to apologize,” he meowed. 

Surprise rippled through Leafstar. “What for?” 

“I wasn’t fair to you,’ the ginger-and-white tom 
replied. “Above everything else, you are leader of 


SkyClan. Which means you are my leader, and you 


have my loyalty, always.” 

Leafstar caught her breath. Did this mean he had 
forgiven her for being bound by her duty to their Clan? 
She longed to brush her pelt against Billystorm and 
twine her tail with his, but this was not the time. 
Lowering her head, she murmured, “Thank you.” 

“T want to come with you,” Billystorm announced. 

Leafstar blinked in surprise. “You don’t have to.” 

“Why?” Billystorm’s voice was challenging. 
“Because I’m half kittypet? But I’m half warrior, too. 
And when I’m here, I’m all warrior. As one of your 
warriors, I wish to help these cats.” 

Leafstar gazed at him. Suddenly she felt more 
confident at the idea that she could set out on this 
mission with Billystorm beside her. She had never 
considered including the daylight-warriors. This wasn’t 
like leaving them out of Clan activities; this was a 
dangerous expedition mto unknown territory, and that 
made it harder for the kittypets than for any other cat. 

“What about your housefolk?” 

“You mean if I don’t come back?” Billystorm’s 
green gaze burned into Leafstar. “I have no more to 


lose than any of my Clanmates. We all have something 


precious that we risk losing every time we fight.” 

Leafstar could not meet that intense stare. She 
turned her head away, and Billystorm let out a small 
trill of satisfaction, as if he recognized that she had 
agreed. 

Down below, Sharpclaw was gathering the patrol 
together, ready to head downstream. Echosong had 
emerged from her den and was distributing traveling 
herbs to give the warriors strength for their journey. 

“It’s time to go,” Leafstar mewed. 

She leaped down from the Rockpile; as Billystorm 
was about to follow he checked and pomted with his 
tail at a dead mouse that she had left lying at the very 
summit of the rocks. “You forgot your fresh-kill.” 

Leafstar glanced back. “Some other cat will eat it.” 
StarClan, please take this food and watch over us. 

Sharpclaw flicked his ears in surprise at Billystorm’s 
presence as he and Leafstar jomed the patrol. Leafstar 
nodded, braced to argue with her deputy, but he made 
no comment. 

“Stick, you lead the way,” he ordered, waving his 
tail at the Twolegplace cat. 


Stick padded downriver until he could cross by the 


stepping-stones. As the patrol lined up to follow, Cora 
paused in front of Leafstar. 

“Thank you for doing this,” she meowed. 

“Thank us all later,’ Leafstar responded. 

She was waiting for her turn to cross when 
Echosong came over to her with a mouthful of 
traveling herbs. She looked even more troubled than 
when she had told Leafstar about the sign on the 
previous day. Leafstar knew that she felt entirely 
responsible for SkyClan’s getting involved in the 
problems of the Twolegplace cats. 

“I know this is what StarClan wants us to do,” 
Leafstar reassured her, wishing that she felt as certain 
as she sounded. “They will watch over us.” 

Echosong nodded, though her troubled gaze did not 
clear. “May StarClan light your path,” she whispered 
as she stretched forward to touch noses with her Clan 
leader. “I will await your return.” 

Leafstar dipped her head and joined the long line of 
cats who were crossing the river and climbing the trail 
that led out of the gorge. 

The sun rose before the cats had gone far along the 


edge of the cliffs. The pale blue of the sky deepened; 


fluffy white clouds floated across it on a gentle breeze. 
Leafstar silently thanked StarClan that they had good 
weather for traveling. 

As sunhigh approached they left the forest behind 
and the cliffs sank away until the cats were walking 
along a pebbly path beside the river. There was a 
roaring in the air that gradually grew louder. 

“What’s that?” Leafstar asked. 

“A waterfall,’ Cora replied. 

Leafstar’s paws tingled. “Do we have to climb 
down it?” 

The black she-cat shook her head. “No, there’s 
another way, but it took us ages to find it when we 
were on our way here.” 

She had hardly finished speaking when the patrol 
came to the top of the waterfall. The river fell over it 
in a smooth curve and plunged into a pool far below 
that churned and foamed, filling the air with fine mist. 
Jagged rocks poked out of the water on either side. 
Beside the river the ground fell away in a sheer cliff; 
Leafstar scanned it, but she could see hardly any paw 
holds that would help a cat trying to climb down, 


nothing but a few scrubby bushes too far apart to be of 


any use. 

“This way,” Stick called, waving his tail. He led the 
patrol along the top of the cliff until it gradually began 
to slope down, and the ground sprouted gorse and thick 
clumps of heather rather than bare rock, slick with 
moss. 

“We can get down here,” the brown tom 
announced. “Follow me and watch where you’re 
putting your paws.” 

The cats straggled out into a long line as they 
followed Stick down the slope. The ground underpaw 
was treacherous; there were unexpected dips and 
hollows, and places where the ground crumbled away 
under the weight of a single paw. Leafstar found it 
tough to force her way through the tightly woven 
heather stems, and the thorns of the gorse bushes 
raked her pelt. Every cat was exhausted by the time 
they reached the bottom and headed back to the river. 

“Let’s rest,’ Sharpclaw suggested. “And we might 
take some time to hunt.” 

Leafstar nodded, though the Twolegplace cats 
didn’t look happy; she guessed that they wanted to 


force the pace as much as they could, to get back to 


their home all the sooner. 

But thats not going to happen. What use will it 
be, if we’re all worn out when we get there? 

When they went on, the path beside the river 
became smooth and sandy, easier on their paws. They 
passed a clump of elder bushes, and followed a curve 
to see several Twoleg nests standing beside a round, 
shallow pool. 

“Is that your Twolegplace?” Sparrowpelt asked 
Shorty. 

“No, ours is much bigger than that,” Shorty told him, 
adding discouragingly, “and we’ve got a long way to go 
yet.” 

Stick led them away from the river, skirting the 
Twoleg nests in a wide circle. Twilight was gathering 
by the time they came to a small Thunderpath and 
halted at the edge. 

“At least when it’s getting dark you can see the 
monsters’ eyes,” Waspwhisker murmured. 

But everything was dark and quiet, and they 
crossed the Thunderpath without any problems. 

“It’s time we made camp for the night,’ Leafstar 


announced when they reached the other side. “Stick, 


do you know any good places?” 

“Yes, but we’ll have to get away from these Twoleg 
nests first.” 

Stick brought them to a spot where the riverbank 
sloped down steeply and there were hollows among 
the roots of trees that shaded the water. Leafstar fell 
asleep with the gentle gurgle of the current in her ears. 

The cats rose at dawn; there was plenty of prey 
among the trees, and they hunted successfully before 
carrying on. Not long after sunhigh they came to open 
fields, with Twoleg nests here and there at a safe 
distance. Leafstar relaxed and enjoyed the warmth as 
they padded through lush grass at the edge of the river. 

“What are those?” Shrewtooth whispered, waving 
his tail at a group of huge short-haired animals who 
stood in the grass several fox-lengths away; their pelts 
were black and white, and they chewed placidly as 
their gaze followed the cats. 

“Cows,” Shorty replied. “Don’t worry; they’re not 
dangerous.” 

But even Leafstar felt doubtful when a couple of 
the beasts padded over and snuffled curiously at her 


and her Clanmates. Their feet are so big and hard, 


like yellow rocks! Sharpclaw snapped out an order to 
pick up the pace, and to Leafstar’s relief the cows 
didn’t follow them as they bounded away. 

Sliding under a fence made of shiny tendrils strung 
between wooden uprights, the patrol came to a field 
that at first glance seemed to be empty. The ground 
sloped upward to the horizon; the rough clumps of 
grass were shorter, with the occasional outcrop of 
rock. 

“I don’t like this,’ Rockshade muttered to Egg. “It’s 
too quiet.” 

Almost before he had finished speaking, the silence 
was broken by the barking of a dog. The cats froze; 
the sound grew rapidly louder, and the dog bounded 
over the brow of the hill: a massive creature with a 
rough, gingery pelt. Its tail flapped and its barking rose 
to a high-pitched yapping as it made for the cats. 

“Run!” Shrewtooth yowled. 

But there was nowhere to run to. The field 
stretched away, empty in all directions. There were no 
fences or walls in sight, not even a tree to climb. 

“No!” Leafstar ordered, aware that at any moment 


the patrol would panic and scatter. “Hide—here, under 


the bank.” 

Sharpclaw went first, launching himself over the 
grassy edge before any cat had a clear idea of what 
they might find there. “It’s all right!” he yowled when 
he was out of sight. “Come on!” 

Leafstar stood guard, her claws extended and her 
lips drawn back in a snarl as the dog hurtled toward 
her. “Stay back, flea-pelt!” she spat. 

The dog hesitated just long enough for the rest of 
the patrol to bundle themselves over the edge of the 
bank. Leafstar leaped after them and found herself on 
a narrow pebbly stretch of ground, washed by the 
river. Grass and foliage hung over the water, making it 
harder to see them from above. 

The patrol huddled together, staring upward, while 
the dog ran up and down above their heads, whining 
and snufflng. Leafstar knew it would be only a 
moment before it tracked them by their scent and 
launched itself down on top of them. 

Then what do we do? Swim? 

To her relief she heard the sound of a Twoleg voice, 
raised in a loud yowl. It sounded angry. The dog went 


on whining and searching for a moment more; then 


Leafstar heard its receding paw steps. Its scent began 
to fade. 

“That was close!” Sparrowpelt panted. 

Leafstar warned her cats to wait a few heartbeats 
more to make sure that the dog had gone before they 
climbed back onto the bank. Egg hung back, gazing 
into the water; then he darted a paw into the stream 
and hooked out a fish that flopped and wriggled on the 
stretch of pebbles until he killed it with a bite to the 
neck. 

“Egg, that was brilliant!” Billystorm exclaimed. 
“Where did you learn to fish like that?” 

The young tom ducked his head modestly. “I used to 
stay beside the river sometimes.” 

He lugged his catch up into the field and the whole 
patrol crowded around to share it. The fish was big 
enough for every cat to have a few bites. 

“That was good,” Sharpclaw meowed, swiping his 
tongue around his jaws. “It looks as if we were right to 
bring you, Egg.” 

The cream-colored tom’s eyes shone with pride. 
Sharpclaw was right all along, Leafstar mused. 


SkyClan is stronger for having Egg with us. 


By the time the patrol had finished eating, the sun 
was sliding down the sky and there was a chill in the 
air. 

“We’d better look for somewhere to spend the 
night,’ Sharpclaw meowed. “Stick, do you know of 
anywhere safe, where that dog won’t bother us?” 

Stick looked doubtful. “We’ve only been this way 
once before,” he reminded the deputy. “We’ll just have 
to hope the Twoleg keeps the dog shut up at night.” 

The patrol plodded on beside the river until they 
came to a thick hedge. Beyond it was another field; 
Leafstar peered through the thorny branches and 
spotted more of the gigantic black-and-white cows. 

“T think we should stop here,” she decided. “We 
probably won’t find anywhere better. If we sleep 
under the hedge the branches should keep us safe 
from the dog.” 

“All the same, we should set a watch.” Sharpclaw 
stretched his jaws in a vast yawn. “Pl go first, and 
wake one of you later on.” 

He sat just outside the hedge, his gaze scanning the 
field and the river; Leafstar stood beside him while the 


rest of the patrol crawled into shelter underneath the 


branches. 

“Ow!” Cherrytail gave a hiss of annoyance. “I’ve 
just put my paw on a thorn.” 

“Then watch where you’re putting it, mouse-brain,” 
Sparrowpelt muttered. “And take your tail out of my 
ear.” 

Once her warriors were settled, Leafstar crept 
under the hedge and managed to make a nest for 
herself among the dead leaves. /ts not going to be a 
comfortable night, she realized with an inward sigh. 
My pelt feels as if it’s full of thorns. 

She jumped at a low-pitched, sorrowful noise 
coming from the other side of the hedge. Shrewtooth, 
curled up close by, raised his head with his eyes 
stretched wide. “What was that?” 

As the noise came again, Billystorm stuck his head 
out of the branches on the other side. “Don’t worry,” 
he reported. “It’s only one of those cows.” 

“Well, I hope they’re not going to keep it up all 
night,’ Rockshade snapped from farther down the 
hedge. “I want to get some sleep.” 

Leafstar closed her eyes and wrapped her tail over 


her nose. For a few heartbeats the noise of the cows 


disturbed her, but gradually she slipped into sleep. 

Mist surged around her; she couldn’t see more than 
a tail-length beyond her muzzle. Damp grass brushed 
her pelt and the gurgle of the river over stones sounded 
unnaturally loud. Where am I? she wondered, knowing 
that she was dreaming. StarClan, have you 
something to show me? 

As if in answer, a company of cats burst out of the 
mist in front of her and streamed past her, all heading 
upriver. She could see the closest ones clearly, make 
out the color of their pelts, and pick up thei wild, 
distant scent, but others were no more than blurred 
shapes in the cloud. 

“Come on!” Voices began to echo around her. 
“We’re bound to find somewhere soon.” 

“My paws are dropping off.” The voice of a cranky 
elder. “And my bones have never been so damp.” 

“Beechpaw! This isn’t the time to be chasing 
leaves. Get back here right now!” 

“We must keep going.” The words were low and 
urgent, and Leafstar thought she recognized the voice 
of Cloudstar. “Sooner or later we’ ll find a new home.” 


The cats pressed on around Leafstar; they all 


seemed to know that the new home they had never 
seen must lie upriver. It was a struggle for Leafstar to 
walk through them against the flow; she tangled with 
their legs and tails as they pushed her from both sides, 
almost carrying her off her paws. 

Are they trying to tell me I’m going the wrong 
way? 

At last Leafstar managed to thrust her way to the 
back of the group. An old cat with a scruffy ginger pelt 
and rheumy eyes was bringing up the rear. As his gaze 
fell on Leafstar he halted and stared straight at her: the 
only cat who had noticed that she was there. 

Leafstar shivered as he spoke the words of the 
prophecy to her: “This is the leaf-bare of my Clan. 
Greenleaf will come, but it will bring even greater 
storms than these. SkyClan will need deeper roots if it 
is to survive.” 

With a gasp, Leafstar jumped awake, scrambling to 
her paws. Next to her, Shrewtooth started up, his fur 
bristling as he tried to look in every direction at once. 

“It’s okay,’ Leafstar soothed him, resting the tip of 
her tail on his shoulder. “It was just a dream.” 


The young black tom sank back into his nest. “Are 


you all right?” he whispered. “Did you have a message 
from StarClan?” 

Leafstar realized that other cats had roused and 
were watching her; Sharpclaw had come off watch 
and had his intent green gaze fixed on her. 

She shook her head. “No, it was nothing but a bad 
dream.” 

I cant share this sign with them. Is StarClan 
telling me that I’m doing the wrong thing? 

More than anything, the repetition of the prophecy 
disturbed her. Surely she wasn’t putting down deeper 
roots for her Clan by taking off like this to help other 
cats far away? Desperately she wished that SkyClan’s 
destiny wasn’t so obscured by shadows and doubts 
and so many possibilities. Nothing seems clear, and 
I’m frightened that its weakening my Clan. 

Sharpclaw held Leafstar’s gaze for a moment 
longer, then stretched out his forepaws and raised his 
rump in a long stretch. “We’re all awake,’ he 
meowed. “Why don’t we carry on? It should be dawn 
soon.” 

“Good idea,” Waspwhisker agreed. “I think every 


thorn in this hedge is pricking me.” 


Leafstar nodded agreement; the Clan deputy called 
to Cherrytail, who was keeping watch, and the patrol 
crawled out into the field beyond. Clouds had risen to 
cover the sky and there was little light, but the sound of 
the river guided their paw steps. Dew-laden grass 
brushed their pelts as they padded through it; Leafstar 
shivered as the moisture soaked through her fur. 

She realized as they continued that Stick and the 
other Twolegplace cats were clearly growing more 
tense. They seemed always on the alert, starting at 
every unexpected noise. 

“Are we near your Twolegplace?” she asked Stick. 

The brown tom shook his head. “Not yet. But we 
should get there today if we make good time.” 

As the sun came up the clouds cleared away and 
the dew dried from the grass. The day grew hotter, 
and it was harder to keep putting one paw in front of 
another with the sun beating down on their backs. With 
Stick urging them on, the cats kept going until sunhigh, 
then stopped to hunt and take a brief rest. When they 
went on, the ground began to slope away from them; 
the river tumbled over rocks in a series of shallow 


waterfalls, gurgling into pools where foam spun on the 


surface. 

“The water looks so cool,’ Cherrytail murmured. 
‘T’m going to rest my paws in it.” She padded down 
the bank and waded into the water, letting out an 
appreciative little trill. “It’s lovely! Come and try it!” 

The Twolegplace cats looked doubtful, but all the 
Clan cats followed Cherrytail into the water. Leafstar 
enjoyed the cool touch on her paws. We’ve come so 
far, even SkyClan pads get sore! 

‘Tm getting out,’ Rockshade announced after a 
few moments. “I’m being splashed, and my fur’s 
cold.” 

“Yes, come on,” Stick called from the bank. “We’ll 
never get there at this rate.” 

The river grew wider, with trees shading it on either 
side. The flow seemed almost sluggish here, after the 
bubble and chatter of the waterfalls. 

“This is where we had the flood two seasons ago,” 
Coal told Leafstar. “Firestar and Sandstorm were 
caught in it. That’s how we met them: Firestar came 
looking for Sandstorm in our Twolegplace.” 

Leafstar nodded; Firestar had told them the story 


while he was with SkyClan. She shuddered at the 


thought of a wall of water thundering down this quiet 
river. If Firestar had drowned, SkyClan would 
never have been reborn. 

The sun was starting to go down again when the 
river curved in a wide loop and Leafstar spotted the 
walls and rooftops of a Twolegplace in the distance. 
“Is that where we’re going?” she asked Cora, who 
was padding next to her. 

The black she-cat nodded. At the same moment, 
Stick veered away from the river and led the patrol 
across a stretch of open ground and into a patch of 
sparse woodland, made up mostly of spindly hazel 
saplings. Leafstar could detect faint scents of cat 
among the trees, and tried to decide if any of them 
belonged to Stick and his friends, from when they lived 
and hunted here. She picked up one scent that seemed 
familiar, but it was a she-cat scent, and not Cora’s. 

I wonder if that could be Red? 

Stick led the way through the wood to a narrow, 
shallow stream at the other side. A fallen tree lay 
across it; Stick ran nimbly over to the other bank, and 
the rest of the patrol followed him. The walls of the 


Twolegplace lay in front of them on the other side. 


“Dodge lives up there,” Coal told the patrol, angling 
his ears upstream. Leafstar glanced in the direction he 
pointed, but there were no cats in sight, and no scents; 
Dodge’s camp must be a good way away. 

She and her warriors followed Stick down an alley 
and into the depths of the Twolegplace. Leafstar’s pelt 
prickled as the walls closed around her. This wasn’t 
like the Twolegplace near the gorge. There was 
crumbling stone everywhere she looked; debris lay in 
the alleys, and with each breath she took in the faint 
stench of crow-food. 

The SkyClan cats bunched closer together as Stick 
led them onward. Leafstar felt comfort in Billystorm’s 
pelt brushing hers on one side, and Cherrytail’s on the 
other. Their route led around corners, over walls, and 
through tunnels that led underneath Thunderpaths, until 
Leafstar had lost all sense of direction. 

I hope we can follow our scent trail back if we 
need to get out quickly. 

Stick increased the pace as they headed farther into 
the Twolegplace, until he was bounding along. Cora, 
Shorty, and Coal ran faster too, their eyes shining. 


They’re really glad to be back, Leafstar thought, 


amazed that any cat could actually enjoy living in this 
dirty, Twoleg-scented place. 

Shorty and Cora raced past Stick as the cats 
emerged into a stretch of open ground where a few 
straggling bushes grew, with the occasional twisted 
tree. They pelted across the rough grass and into the 
mouth of an alley on the opposite side. 

“Snowy! Are you here?” Shorty yowled. 

There was a pause, then Cora let out a gasp. 
“Percy! You’re back!” 

Stick and Coal raced after thei friends into the 
alley. Leafstar and the Clan cats followed. As they 
entered the narrow passageway, Leafstar saw the 
Twolegplace cats crowding around a dark gray tabby 
tom, with a white she-cat beside him; Leafstar flinched 
when she saw the raw pink scars around the tom’s 
eye. Dodge did that to him. 

“He just appeared!” the she-cat, Snowy, was 
explaining. “The Twolegs brought him back.” 

Shorty was giving his friend a thorough inspection. 
“You smell different,” he pronounced. 

Percy nodded. “I feel kind of different, too.” 


Sparrowpelt shouldered his way into the crowd 


around the gray tom and sniffed at him curiously. 
“You’ve been to the Cutter, haven’t you?” Glancing 
around, he realized that every cat was staring at him, 
and gave his chest fur a couple of embarrassed licks. 
“It happened to some of the cats back when I lived in 
my Twolegplace.” 

Billystorm nodded. “You can tell when a tom has 
been, because when they come back they’re really 
different.” 

“Yeah,” Sparrowpelt added. “Fatter and lazier!” 

Faintly amused, Leafstar wondered when 
Sparrowpelt would stop sticking his paw in his mouth. 
A look of horror spread across his face as he realized 
what he had said. 

“Sorry ... er... Percy,’ he stammered. “I didn’t 
mean...” 

“That’s okay,’ mewed Cora, giving Sparrowpelt a 
friendly nudge. “He was lazy to start with!” 

Leafstar felt herself begin to relax. She had 
imagined that they would be walking into a place tense 
with the threat of war but this could be the reunion of 
any Clanmates separated by a longer than usual patrol. 


“It’s great to have you back,” Snowy purred. “We 


thought we’d never see you again.” 

“And you found the fighting cats,’ Percy added. 
“That’s even better!” 

“We’re not just fighting cats.” Leafstar felt that she 
had to explain what it was like to be part of a Clan. 
“We live by the warrior code, and train apprentices to 
hunt for the whole Clan as well as to protect our 
borders.” 

Snowy and Percy exchanged a look. “That’s nice,” 
Snowy mewed politely, though Leafstar could tell that 
neither of the Twolegplace cats understood what she 
was trying to tell them. 

“Anyway, you’re here now,” Percy went on. “We’ll 
soon show Dodge and his friends what’s what.” 

“Has Dodge been causing any more trouble?” Stick 
asked. 

Snowy’s cheerful look died away and her tail 
drooped. “A couple of kittypets got badly hurt trying to 
protect their housefolk’s guinea pig.” 

While Stick and the other Twolegplace cats shot 
one another dismayed glances, Leafstar leaned closer 
to Billystorm. “What’s a guinea pig?” she whispered. 


“Its like a rabbit, but smaller and with tiny ears,” 


Billystorm explained. “They squeak a lot. And they 
don’t have legs, just spiky feet.” 

Leafstar found it hard to imagine such a weird 
creature. “That sounds like prey,’ she murmured. 
“Why would the kittypets want to protect it?” 

Before Billystorm could reply, Shorty broke in, his 
voice outraged. “The Twolegs will drive us all out if 
Dodge keeps attacking the animals that live by their 
nests!” 

Leafstar began to understand. For these cats, living 
on the fringes of Twoleg dens, it was essential not to 
make the Twolegs angry. 

Thinking about that, she missed the rest of the 
Twolegplace cats’ comments, only paying attention 
again when Shorty asked quietly, “Have you seen 
Red?” 

Snowy studied her paws. “Sometimes,” she 
admitted. “Always with the brown-and-gray tom.” 

“Harley.” Stick spat the name out through gritted 
teeth. “His name is Harley. And he must have tricked 
Red, or threatened her, if she’s still with him. He needs 
to be taught a lesson!” 


Leafstar exchanged a glance with Sharpclaw; she 


could see her deputy shared her thoughts. Stick has a 
personal grudge against this cat. But still, it sounds 
as if Dodge and his friends are treating the others 
unfairly. There must be something we can do. 

“How far does your territory extend?” she asked 
the Twolegplace cats. “And how often does Dodge 
trespass?” 

Percy looked puzzled. “Territory? Trespass?” 

“We don’t have borders here like you do in 
SkyClan,” Coal explained. “Cats can go anywhere.” 

“What about prey?” Sharpclaw prompted with a 
twitch of his tail. 

“We eat what we catch.” Cora shrugged. “If every 
cat can hunt for themselves, then we should all have 
enough to eat.” 

“Then how are we going to stop Dodge threatening 
you if you don’t have a border to keep him out?” 
Leafstar meowed. 

“We have to get rid of him once and for all,” Stick 
growled. 

Cherrytail shot Leafstar an anxious glance. “That’s 
not part of the warrior code,” she pointed out. “We 


chase cats out of our territory, and patrol the border to 


make sure that they stay out. How far would we have 
to chase Dodge before he agreed not to come back?” 

Good question, Leafstar thought. She was feeling 
worse about the battle with every heartbeat that 
passed. Just what does Stick want us to achieve? 

“You have to fight him,” Sharpclaw meowed to 
Stick. “And we’ ll help you. Do you have a plan?” 

“We’ll wait until nightfall,” Stick replied. “Then I'll 
show you Dodge’s camp. Meanwhile, you can hunt 
here. There’s usually some prey in the waste ground 
we just passed.” 

He led the way back to the mouth of the alley. 
Leafstar glanced around the stretch of rough ground; it 
felt odd to be hunting for herself, not in a patrol. She 
watched Cherrytail and Sparrowpelt dive into the 
bushes nearby, while Sharpclaw, Egg, and 
Waspwhisker set out for the long grass at the foot of 
the opposite wall. 

From the corner of her eye Leafstar glimpsed 
movement in one of the scrubby trees; her ears 
pricked as she made out a squirrel, half-hidden among 
the leaves. Pressing herself to the ground, she crept up 


to the tree and clawed her way up the trunk on the far 


side from the squirrel. She was fairly confident of 
making her catch; there was no other tree close 
enough for the squirrel to leap into. 

But the squirrel was alerted by her progress through 
the rustling leaves. It sat straight up on the branch, 
then took a flying leap to the ground. 

“Mouse dung!” Leafstar spat. 

Then she spotted Billystorm near the foot of the 
tree. Panicking, the squirrel launched itself almost into 
his paws, and he killed it with a neat bite to its throat. 

“Well done!” Leafstar exclaimed, dropping to the 
ground beside her Clanmate. “That was a great 
catch.” 

“You set it up,” Billystorm meowed. “Let’s share.” 

Even in this strange and disturbing place, joy 
washed through Leafstar from ears to tail-tip as she 
settled down beside Billystorm to eat the squirrel. 

“Thank you, StarClan, for giving us this prey,” she 
murmured, adding to herself, Are you still watching 
over us, even here? 

She took a mouthful of the prey, her whiskers 
brushing the side of Billystorm’s face. “I’m glad you’re 


here,” she purred. 


Billystorm blinked at her, his green eyes warm. “So 
am I,” he mewed. 


CHAPTER 34 


A paw prodding in her side woke Leafstar; she 
opened her eyes on glaring orange light that cast thick 
shadows across her sleeping Clanmates. For a few 
heartbeats she wasn’t sure where she was. Then 
Cora’s face came into focus as the black she-cat bent 
over her. 

“Wake up!” she hissed. “Stick says it’s time.” 

Memory flooded back into Leafstar, of the long 
journey to the Twolegplace and Stick’s promise to 
show them Dodge’s camp. She stumbled to her paws, 
realizing that she had been sleeping with her back 
pressed against Billystorm. Her movement woke him, 
and their eyes met for a moment in embarrassment. 

Then Billystorm leaped up. “I’m ready,’ he 
announced. 

Urgency swept through Leafstar, overpowering her 
doubts and pumping energy into her paws. She woke 
her other Clanmates and led them to where Stick was 
waiting with Shorty and Cora. 

“Let’s go,” Stick meowed. 


Whipping around, he led the way across the waste 


ground and down another alley. Leafstar and the other 
SkyClan cats bounded after him, along alleys and tiny 
paths that led through piles of split wood and past 
sleeping monsters, with scarcely a glance to make sure 
that they wouldn’t wake. They passed so close to 
Twoleg nests that Leafstar’s fur brushed against the 
rough red stone. 

Eventually Stick led them up onto the top of a small 
wooden nest. As Leafstar leaped up, she saw him 
crouching at the far side of the roof, staring down at 
what lay beyond. She padded across the roof and 
crouched down beside him. The orange light showed 
her a pile of square Twoleg things, tumbled together on 
the bank of the shallow stream that they had crossed 
on their way into the Twolegplace. Its banks were 
muddy, with only a sluggish trickle of water at the 
bottom. 

“Those boxes are where Dodge lives,” Stick told 
her. 

As Leafstar looked more closely, she could make 
out the shadows of cats slinking between the boxes, 
and caught the occasional gleam from their eyes. Then 


a sturdy-looking cat emerged into the open and called 


out, looking back over his shoulder. 

A cheerful chirrup answered him, and a slender 
she-cat pushed her way out of the nearest box to join 
him. Although the harsh light drained all the color from 
their pelts, Leafstar guessed that they were Stick’s 
daughter, Red, and her mate, Harley; she could feel 
Stick stiffening, and heard a faint snarl coming from 
the depths of his throat. 

It was clear that Red wasn’t a prisoner in Dodge’s 
camp; she looked relaxed and happy to be there. With 
their tails twined together, the two cats strolled across 
the ditch and vanished into the woods. 

Stick had sunk his claws so deeply into the wooden 
roof that he had to yank them out before he could sit 
up. His gaze swept over the cats who were crowding 
up behind him. “We’ll attack now,” he growled. 

“Wait.” Shorty stepped forward, his ears flicking 
anxiously. “What about Coal, Snowy, and Percy?” 

“Go fetch them,” Stick directed. “If we wait until 
tomorrow night, Dodge will know there are strangers 
here, and he might be on his guard.” 

Waspwhisker leaned over to murmur into Leafstar’s 


ear. “He wants to attack while his daughter is out of 


the camp.” 

Leafstar nodded. She could understand why Stick 
had made his decision, but she was reluctant to go into 
battle unprepared. They didn’t know anything about 
the layout of the camp beyond what they could see 
from the roof of the little den, nor how many cats were 
inside the boxes. 

“Don’t worry,” Stick mewed, as if he could read her 
mind. “We’ll outnumber them.” 

His eyes burned with a cold fire; Leafstar shivered, 
reminding herself that these cats did not live by the 
warrior code. They'll kill, if that’s the only way to 
win. 

“I want to take a closer look at the camp,” 
Sharpclaw announced, beckoning Egg and Sparrowpelt 
with his tail. “We can’t go into battle blind,’ he added 
as Stick seemed about to object, “and there’ll be plenty 
of time before Shorty and the others get here.” 

Stick nodded; Leafstar felt her fur start to bristle at 
the way he was taking charge, just as he had done 
when Sharpclaw took the patrol into the Twolegplace. 

“Good idea, Sharpclaw,” she meowed. Just so hes 


sure who is Clan leader here. 


Sharpclaw flicked his ears in acknowledgment; he 
and the two cats he had chosen slunk down the side of 
the nest and melted into the shadows. 

“Don’t worry, Stick.” Cherrytail’s voice was warm 
with pride in her Clanmates. “They won’t get spotted.” 

While they waited for the others to join them, 
Leafstar scanned the camp below, but there was little 
movement to suggest how many cats might be there, 
or what they were doing. Behind her she could hear 
Shrewtooth’s teeth chattering, but when she turned to 
give him a word of encouragement, she saw grim 
resolution in his eyes. 

“Don’t underestimate Shrewtooth’s courage,” 
Billystorm whispered to her. “I’ve seen him chase off 
a fox on border patrol, when the rest of us were stuck 
in brambles.” 

“Really?” Leafstar’s pads tingled. Shrewtooth had 
a bad start, but I think he may turn out to be one of 
our best warriors. 

Scrabbling sounds on the wall of the nest announced 
the return of Sharpclaw with Egg and Sparrowpelt. 
“There are cats in almost all of the dens,” he reported 


to Leafstar, “but it’s impossible to tell how many. We 
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“I told you, they won’t outnumber us,’ Stick 
interrupted. “Not when the others get here.” 

Leafstar exchanged a concerned glance with 
Sharpclaw. Nothing was going to stop Stick from 
attacking. He was telling them what he wanted to 
hear. 

“We need to attack from three sides,” Sharpclaw 
went on. “From both ends of the ditch, and from this 
point here.” 

Stick and Cora were listening closely to what the 
deputy said. With a shock like a gust of icy leaf-bare 
wind, Leafstar realized that she had given them exactly 
what they wanted: the expertise of highly skilled 
warriors in a battle that might be nothing more than 
personal revenge. 

With a flick of her tail she beckoned her Clanmates 
closer. “Remember, we fight according to the code!” 
she whispered. “No cat is to be killed for the sake of 
victory, and we fight as one, or not at all.” 

Stick’s ears pricked up as she spoke, and he swung 
around to face her. “What is the point of fighting if you 


>? 


don’t mean it? We fight to win 


Leafstar did not respond, just let her gaze travel 
over her warriors to make sure they were certain 
whose orders they were following. To her relief, Stick 
fell silent and listened to Sharpclaw describing the 
terrain along the line of the ditch. Before he had 
finished, Shorty returned with Snowy, Coal, and Percy. 

“Right,” Stick growled. “The time has come for 
Dodge to leave this place. He has stolen too much 
from us!” Without hesitating, he launched himself off 
the top of the nest and raced across the open ground 
toward the boxes. Leafstar raised her tail to stop the 
others following him like a swarm of bees. 

“Waspwhisker, Cherrytail, and Egg, you attack from 
that end of the ditch,’ she mewed rapidly, waving her 
tail. “Billystorm, Sparrowpelt, and Shrewtooth, from 
the other end. Wait for my signal.” 

The Clan cats moved briskly off. Before he climbed 
down from the roof, Billystorm glanced back. “Be 
careful,” he told Leafstar. 

Leafstar replied with a nod. 

Rockshade and Sharpclaw remained with her on the 
roof, along with the Twolegplace cats. Snowy was 


crouched on the edge, staring down at the boxes. 


“I—I don’t think I can do this,” she whispered, 
looking up at Leafstar. Her voice was hoarse. “I saw 
what they did to Percy....” 

Leafstar touched her shoulder with the tip of her 
tail. “Okay, go back to your den.” 

But as the white she-cat rose to her paws and 
turned to go, Coal stepped forward to block her way. 
“We’re in this together,” he snarled. 

“Not with reluctance, and not with fear.” Leafstar 
took a pace forward and faced Coal, her head raised 
challengingly. “Let her go.” 

Coal hesitated for a couple of heartbeats, then 
stepped aside, his fur bristling and his tail-tip twitching. 
Snowy flashed a grateful glance at Leafstar, then 
vanished over the other side of the roof. 

Staring down again at the camp, Leafstar spotted 
Stick poised on the edge of the jumble of boxes. His 
tail flicked impatiently as he glanced back over his 
shoulders at the others, beckoning them to join him. 

“Line up,” Leafstar hissed. “Do not lose sight of the 
cat beside you.” 

Her mind felt like leaves falling, whirled by the 


wind. This is my first battle against other cats as 


leader, and I’ve had no chance to plan the fight. 
I’m going in blind.... 

“Sharpclaw, I need you with me,” she meowed to 
her deputy. “You’re the only cat who has any idea of 
the layout.” 

Sharpclaw nodded. “Don’t worry. PI be on your 
tail,” he promised. “If we—” 

“Go!” Coal yowled. 

Furious that the black tom had given the signal 
before she was ready, Leafstar had no choice but to 
obey. The Twolegplace cats were already leaping 
down from the roof. Leafstar waved her tail to gather 
her Clanmates, and they streamed over the side of the 
nest. The SkyClan cats handled the drop best, landing 
neatly and peltng toward Dodge’s camp without 
breaking stride. Leafstar spotted Cora stumble, but the 
black she-cat recovered herself quickly. Shorty had 
fallen awkwardly on his side; Leafstar paused to drag 
him to his feet and shoved him ahead of her as they 
raced on. 

As she drew closer to the camp, Leafstar waited 
for the sensation of cats running alongside her: 


StarClan cats sharing her battle, just as Firestar had 


told her they accompanied him when he fought against 
BloodClan. But there was no starry glimmer, no 
insubstantial brushing of pelts against hers, no scent of 
the icy stretches of the night sky. Just real, live cats, 
smelling of fear and fury. 

A cold stone seemed to settle in the pit of 
Leafstar’s belly. Have our ancestors deserted us 
because this is not our battle? 

Yowls erupted from the other side of the camp, and 
a small flame of confidence rekindled inside Leafstar. 
The cats sent down to the ditch must have arrived. 

Then a ginger-and-white tom hurtled out of the 
camp, heading straight for the attackers. Stick leaped 
on top of him, knocked him over, and held him down, 
gazing around him with the flame of battle in his eyes. 
“Cora!” he yowled. 

When the black she-cat bounded up to him he left 
the tom to her and ran on, screeching, “I want 
Dodge!” 

No, Leafstar thought, you want your daughter. 

Shorty had joined Cora to wrestle with the ginger- 
and-white tom. Leafstar pelted past them and plunged 


into the tangle of nests. The strong scent of cats 


caught her by the throat; the flimsy walls closed in on 
her, dark and stifling. 

Suddenly one of the nests was ripped open and a 
huge tom with ragged gray fur leaped out, his teeth 
bared. Leafstar stumbled onto her flank; before she 
could regain her paws Sharpclaw charged between her 
and her attacker, driving the gray tom back in a whirl 
of teeth and claws. They vanished into the darkness of 
the den, the walls heaving with the force of their fight. 

One flap of the Twoleg-stuff collapsed on top of 
Leafstar; tearing with teeth and claws, fighting back 
panic, she managed to struggle free of it. As she shook 
the last scraps off her pelt, she found herself staring 
into a den where three kits mewled and scuffled in a 
nest of grass and leaves. Their mother, a young 
tortoiseshell-and-white queen, arched her back and 
hissed at Leafstar, her claws extended. 

Turning away—she had no quarrel with kits— 
Leafstar spotted another den with eyes gleaming from 
its depths; ahead of it yet another den collapsed, 
revealing Cherrytail and a silver-and-black she-cat 
rolling on top of the battered walls in a screeching 


tangle of legs and tails. Just beyond them, Egg leaped 


onto the back of a tabby tom, clawing him around the 
ears. 

As Leafstar pressed forward, Waspwhisker and 
Sparrowpelt appeared; they broke down the nests 
underneath their paws as they drove two of Dodge’s 
cats in front of them until their opponents turned tail 
and fled. Leafstar felt a swift claw-stab of satisfaction 
that her warriors were working so well together. 

‘Tm with you, Leafstar,’ Rockshade panted from 
behind her. “What—?” 

He broke off with a shriek as the cat leaped out and 
fastened his claws in his rump. Leafstar spun around 
and flung herself on the enemy cat, raking her claws 
down his side. The cat let Rockshade go as he turned 
to face Leafstar, but before the black tom could 
scramble to his paws a cream-colored she-cat hurled 
herself on him. Her lips were drawn back in a snarl as 
she buried her teeth in Rockshade’s neck. The young 
black warrior let out a shriek of pain. 

Chasing the first cat off with a pawful of claws 
slashed across his ears, Leafstar turned to battle the 
cream-colored she-cat. She flung her away from 


Rockshade and tried to pin her down, but the she-cat 


wriggled out from under her, slippery as a fish. 

“Mange-pelt!” she snarled, baring her teeth at 
Leafstar. 

Leafstar sprang at her, but the she-cat darted to one 
side, cuffing Leafstar over her head as she did so. 
Leafstar managed to trip her, and rolled over with her 
in the ruins of a nest; the she-cat’s hind paws 
pummeled at her belly. A half-admiring thought slid 
through Leafstar’s mind: Shes a vicious fighter, just 
as skilled as a warrior. 

Then Rockshade threw himself against the she- 
cat’s shoulder, knocking her off balance and giving 
Leafstar the chance to scramble to her paws. She and 
Rockshade faced the enemy cat side by side. 
Undaunted, she let out a hiss and leaped right over 
their heads, to sprint off among the nests. 

Leafstar bunched her muscles to spring after her. 
But before she could move, a nest nearby exploded 
into fragments and a dark brown tabby tom stalked 
out. His tail lashed and his fur was bristling as he let 
out a roar of rage. At the same moment Stick 
appeared from a gap between two nests and faced 


him. 


“Coward!” the tabby tom spat. “You came skulking 
into my camp like rats—” 

“At least I came myself,” Stick retorted, stalking 
stiff-legged up to his enemy. “Not like you, Dodge, 
getting Twolegs to do my dirty work.” 

So thats Dodge, Leafstar thought. 

Dodge and Stick leaped at each other, meeting in 
midair and crashing to the ground in a flailing knot of 
fur. They almost squashed Egg, who was wrestling 
with a black-and-white she-cat; he rolled out of the 
way and leaped up onto one of the sturdier dens. 
Shrewtooth jumped up beside him and the two warriors 
balanced there precariously for a couple of heartbeats. 
Then Shrewtooth spotted a ginger tom sneaking up on 
Cherrytail, who had emerged from a nearby den and 
had paused to lick a wound on her side. The young 
warrior let out a screech; then he and Egg jumped 
down on top of the ginger tom. 

We work together, Leafstar thought, a tiny trickle 
of warmth penetrating the haze of battle. 

Shrieks and growls rose around her; the cat scent 
was shot through with the reek of blood. Stick and 


Dodge were still locked together in a vicious, clawing 


bundle. Dragging her gaze away from them, Leafstar 
spotted Sharpclaw battling two toms at once, easily 
holding them off with SkyClan battle moves. Then a 
gap opened up between two dens, and Leafstar gasped 
in horror as she spotted the cream-colored she-cat 
grappling with Billystorm. She had him pinned down; 
as Leafstar watched she clawed out a pawful of his 
belly fur. 

Leafstar sprang forward to help her Clanmate, but 
before she reached him a shriek went up from the 
nursery den. “Please don’t hurt my kits!” 

Leafstar spun around to see Coal and Shorty 
stalking toward the nest. The tortoiseshell-and-white 
queen was backing away to stand over her kits. Her 
hackles were raised and her eyes wide with fear. She 
stretched out one forepaw, its claws extended, as her 
gaze flickered from one attacker to the other. 

Rushing over to the den, Leafstar thrust herself 
between the queen and the Twolegplace cats. “No!” 
she yowled. “You can’t attack these kits. This is not 
their battle.” 

Shorty and Coal exchanged a baffled look. Then 


their eyes narrowed suspiciously as they stared at 


Leafstar. “Are you betraying us?” Coal growled. 

Desperation surged through Leafstar. J can t fight 
Coal and Shorty! But I have to protect these kits! 

Suddenly Rockshade appeared at her side. His 
black pelt was ruffled, and blood trickled from a 
scratch on his forehead, but his eyes were clear and 
filled with courage. 

“We have to get these kits to safety,’ Leafstar told 
him. 

“No!” the tortoiseshell queen exclaimed. “You’re 
not going to touch my kits!” 

Leafstar turned to her, making her voice quiet and 
soothing. “You have to trust us. If they stay here, 
they’ ll be hurt—maybe killed.” 

The young queen’s eyes stretched wide with 
amazement. “But you’re on the other side!” 

Rockshade stepped forward. “Kits take no sides,” 
he meowed. “They are the responsibility of all of us.” 

Leafstar felt a stab of pride in her young Clanmate. 
Flashing him a grateful look, she stepped into the den 
and dipped her head to the kits’ mother before picking 
up a tiny black kit by its scruff; it let out a shrill squeak 


and waved its paws in the air. Rockshade followed her 


and picked up another kit, and their mother took the 
third. Coal and Shorty stepped aside as they left the 
den. 

“This is not what we asked you to do!” Coal hissed 
as Leafstar passed him. 

“We’re not here to take orders from you,” Leafstar 
replied, making her words sound clear through the 
mouthful of fur. She felt confidence grow inside her as 
she led the way to the ditch, weaving a path through 
knots of fighting cats with Rockshade and the 
tortoiseshell queen just behind her. 

This is how Clan cats fight. We do not try to kill, 
and we do not make enemies of the weak or the 
young. 

The ditch gaped ahead of her; beyond it, the woods 
were quiet. Leafstar was about to jump over when she 
spotted the cream-colored she-cat break free from 
Billystorm and streak toward her. Billystorm raced 
behind, his ginger-and-white fur dabbled with blood. 

The SkyClan leader had no time to protect herself 
or the kit she carried. The cream-colored she-cat 
pounced on her and sank her teeth deep into 


Leafstar’s neck. 


A shriek of horror from Billystorm echoed around 
Leafstar. Then pain engulfed her, and the whole world 
went black. 


CHAPTER 35 


Leafstar sensed silver light all around het, 
encouraging her to open her eyes. She found herself 
sitting on the edge of the woods, bathed in the warm 
rays of the rising sun. Battle still raged in Dodge’s 
camp, and on the far side of the ditch, cats were 
gathering around a hunched shape lying on the ground 
—something Leafstar couldn’t see clearly. Billystorm 
and Cherrytail were there with Rockshade, and as she 
watched, Sharpclaw came racing up. 

She tried to hear what they were saying, but their 
voices were oddly muted, and however much she 
strained her ears she couldn’t make out the words. For 
some reason they seemed to be very distressed. 
Billystorm was crouched on the ground, his head flung 
back and his jaws parted in a soundless wail. 

Then the crowd shifted and Leafstar gasped in 
horror as she saw her own body stretched lifeless in 
the mud at the edge of the ditch. The cream-colored 
she-cat was standing triumphantly over her. 

No! 


Leafstar jumped as she felt a tail stroke her flank. 


She turned her head to see a tortoiseshell she-cat 
sitting beside her, a look of compassion in her beautiful 
green eyes. 

“Spottedleaf?” she rasped. 

‘Don’t be afraid, dear one,” Spottedleaf reassured 
her. “You are losing a life. You will return to them 
soon.” 

Leafstar became aware of another cat sitting on her 
other side, and glanced across to see the gray-and- 
white pelt of Cloudstar. The former SkyClan leader 
licked the top of her head as if she were a troubled kit. 

“We are here,” he murmured. “We will keep you 
safe.” 

“Did I do the wrong thing by bringing my Clanmates 
here?” Leafstar asked. “This isn’t their battle!” 

“But you have skills that you can give these cats to 
live in peace from now on,” Spottedleaf told her. 

“And you and Sharpclaw have fought together as a 
leader and deputy should,’ Cloudstar added, wisdom 
shining from his pale eyes. “Don’t keep doubting him, 
Leafstar. He is as loyal to you and to SkyClan as you 
could wish.” 


Leafstar longed to accept their reassurances, but 


the anxieties of the last moon had sunk into her too 
deeply, like leaves trapped in the ice of leaf-bare. “It’s 
been so hard!” she whispered. “I don’t know what our 
destiny is!” 

Cloudstar bent his head toward her. “Your destiny is 
what you make it, Leafstar.” 

Spottedleaf’s sweet scent wreathed around her, 
stronger than the smell of blood and fury. “I gave you a 
life for healing wounds caused by words and rivalry,” 
she murmured. “Use it now, Leafstar.” 

Her voice faded as she spoke, and the shapes of the 
two StarClan cats dissolved into the surrounding 
woodland until they became no more than a frosty 
glimmer, and then were gone. 

Leafstar’s eyes blinked open and she saw the 
anxious faces of her Clanmates staring down at her. 

“Oh, thank StarClan!” Rockshade’s voice rose to a 
squeak. 

“We hoped you were just losing a life,” Cherrytail 
meowed. “It was scary, though!” 

Leafstar stretched her limbs and managed to sit up. 
“Ts the kit okay?” she croaked. 


“Yes,” the tortoiseshell queen replied. “My kits are 


all safe on the other side of the ditch.” 

Leafstar nodded thankfully, then looked around until 
her gaze met Billystorm’s. The SkyClan warrior’s eyes 
were full of love and pain; after a couple of heartbeats 
he turned his head away, his claws kneading the 
ground. 

We will talk later, Leafstar promised him silently. 

She became aware of the screeches of battle still 
coming from the other side of the ditch. Leafstar 
struggled to her paws. “We must help them,” she 
wheezed. 

Sharpclaw padded up and offered his shoulder for 
her to lean on. “Wait until your strength comes back,” 
he meowed. 

Before Leafstar could reply, there was a rustle from 
the trees on the other side of the ditch. Red and Harley 
appeared from behind a scrubby patch of bramble. 
Red halted, staring in horror at the battle and the 
wrecked camp. 

“What’s going on?” she gasped. 

Leafstar turned to look across the ditch, trying to 
imagine how Red would see the scene. The camp was 


in ruins, the flimsy sides of the dens squashed or torn, 


and smeared with blood. In the midst of the debris, 
Stick and Dodge still wrestled, with growls of hatred 
and claws clotted with each other’s blood. It was 
obvious that the two toms were determined to kill each 
other. 

With barely a glance at the Clan cats, Red leaped 
across the ditch and raced up to her father, with 
Harley hard on her paws. Beckoning her Clanmates 
with a wave of her tail, Leafstar staggered after them. 

“What are you doing?” Red shrieked, standing over 
her father. 

Without relaxing his grip on Dodge, Stick looked up; 
it took him a moment to focus on his daughter. 
“Freeing you!” he snarled. 

“But I’m not a prisoner!” 

All around them the other cats stopped fighting, as if 
they recognized that this was the heart of the battle. 
Stick and Dodge broke apart; Stick rose to his paws 
and faced his daughter, while Dodge sat up and started 
to lick his wounds, glaring resentfully at the cats who 
had attacked his camp. 

“What’s your problem?” Red challenged her father. 


“These cats have done nothing but steal since they 


arrived,” Stick spat back at her. “This was our home 
first! They have taken our prey, our dens, and now 
you!” 

Red opened her jaws to reply, but Harley padded up 
close to her side before she could speak. 

“No cat stole Red,” the gray-black tom growled. 
“Do you think so little of her? She came of her own 
accord.” 

“No,” Red meowed, turning her head to gaze at 
Harley. “I came because of you—because I love you. 
No cat can make me leave.” 

Anger turned Stick’s eyes into black pools. “This 
isn’t love! You tricked her!” he roared as he sprang at 
Harley with claws outstretched. 

Swift as a snake, Red threw herself in Stick’s way. 
His claws plunged deep into her throat; at once he 
tried to throw his weight back, but it was too late. Red 
crumpled to the ground at his paws, blood welling from 
the wound he had opened up. 

Stick stared down in disbelief, at the blood on his 
own claws and the gashes in his daughter’s throat. 
“No ... no...” he whispered. 


For a heartbeat horror froze Leafstar’s paws to the 


ground. Then she rushed forward to crouch beside 
Red. “Quick, bring cobwebs!” she ordered. 

The words were scarcely out of her mouth before 
Cherrytail raced up to her with a pawful of cobwebs, 
which Leafstar slapped onto Red’s wound. Shrewtooth 
arrived a moment later, holding out strands of sticky 
goosegrass from the ditch. 

“Here, try this,” he suggested. 

Leafstar took the stems, trying to bind them across 
the pad of cobweb. But Red’s blood kept gushing out. 
Her fur turned as scarlet as the sunrise behind them, 
as if her life were bleeding into the sky. 

“Red—stay with me.” Harley crouched beside her, 
opposite Leafstar, covering her ears with frantic licks. 
“Remember the kits we were going to have ... tough 
little ginger she-cats, just like you? Remember how we 
planned our life?” 

“That would never have happened,” Stick snarled. 

Dodge sprang to his paws. “Touch one hair on 
Harley’s pelt and you’ll answer to me.” 

Stick spun around to glare at him. “Then Pll kill you 
first.” 


As he crouched to spring, Sharpclaw flung himself 


at Stick’s flank, overbalancing him and standing over 
him as he scrabbled in the mud. “Enough!” the 
SkyClan deputy hissed. “Too much blood has been 
shed already! You asked for our help to drive these 
cats out, not to kill them.” 

Stick stumbled to his paws, narrowing his eyes at 
the ginger tom. “Anything less is a sign of weakness,” 
he spat. 

Leafstar rose from Red’s side and padded forward 
to stand beside her deputy. “Then you have learned 
nothing from the warrior code,” she mewed. Looking 
around, she saw that all of Dodge’s cats had been 
overpowered by her warriors. “This battle is over,” she 
continued. “Dodge, leave these cats alone or we will 
come back and fight you again. Stick, defend your 
hunting places—learn from SkyClan and protect your 
prey as well as your dens. Use those parts of the 
warrior code that will help you to live without shedding 
more blood.” 

Stick said nothing, breathing hard and fixing 
Leafstar with a mutinous glare. But behind him 
Leafstar could see Shorty and Cora exchanging 


glances and nodding. They have learned something, 


and they will use that to make their life better. 

“What?” Dodge stalked up, a truculent look in his 
eyes. “You’re not going to get away with this!” he 
growled at Stick. 

Leafstar turned, gesturing with her tail toward 
Red’s body. The dying she-cat had her glazed eyes 
fixed on Harley; after a couple more heartbeats she 
gave a faint quiver and lay still, her paws and tail limp. 
Harley let out a groan from deep in his throat and 
buried his face in her fur. 

“Do you think Stick can possibly suffer more than 
this?” Leafstar asked Dodge softly. “There is room 
here for all of you, if you divide it fairly. Carry on 
fighting to the death, and you'll only lose what you love 
most.” 

With the tip of her tail Leafstar signaled to her 
Clanmates, gathering them around her. All of them 
bore the marks of the battle, but she saw with a vast 
rush of relief that they were all there, all standing on 
their paws. 

Sharpclaw padded up close to her side. She 
exchanged a long look with him, and he nodded 


solemnly. 


“Come. It’s time for us to return home,” she 
meowed. With a last glance at Dodge and Stick, she 
led her Clanmates out of the battered camp, across the 
ditch, and into the woods. 

While they were still among the trees, Cora raced to 
catch up to them. 

“Thank you,” the black she-cat panted, running 
alongside Leafstar. “For everything.” 

Leafstar nodded. “It was our destiny.” 

A pang of regret shook her as Cora turned back to 
return to the Twolegplace. Jf things had been 
different, we could have been friends. But Cora’s 
paws lay on another path, she knew, helping her 
friends to rebuild their lives after the devastation of the 
battle. That is her destiny. And this is ours. 


The SkyClan cats traveled slowly that day. Every 
cat was injured: Cherrytail was the worst, with 
scratches on both flanks and a wound to her neck 
which kept oozing blood. Shrewtooth was limping from 
where he had pulled out a claw, but he held his head 
proudly. Egg had a shredded ear, and patches of 


Sparrowpelt’s fur had been wrenched out. 


Leafstar made camp early, under the roots of a 
tree; with Sharpclaw and Waspwhisker, who had the 
least injuries, she hunted for the rest of the Clan, and 
found cobwebs to put on Cherrytail’s neck wound. 

“We’ll soon have you home to Echosong,” she 
promised. 

The tortoiseshell she-cat flicked her tail. “Don’t 
worry about me, Leafstar. I'll be okay.” 

The next day dawned fine, with a warm, sleepy 
breeze brushing the grass and ruffling the cats’ fur. 
Leafstar glanced around approvingly as they set out 
again. Well-fed and rested, her Clanmates were 
already starting to recover. Her paws were tugging her 
home, but she set an easy pace, mindful of their 
wounds. 

In the heat of sunhigh they rested beside the river 
where marigold grew thickly at the water’s edge. 
Leafstar chewed up leaves to make a poultice for 
Cherrytail, while the rest of her Clanmates treated one 
another’s scrapes and bruises. Egg caught another fish 
for them to share, and started to teach Rockshade how 
to do it; a close friendship seemed to be springing up 


between the two young cats. 


SkyClan will be stronger for all we have been 
through together, Leafstar thought with satisfaction. 

On the final day of their journey, Leafstar realized 
that Sharpclaw had fallen into step beside her. She had 
been waiting for this moment, and was mildly surprised 
that it had taken him so long. Is he going to make one 
final challenge to my leadership? 

“I want you to know that I’ll fight to the end of my 
nine lives to keep my position as leader,’ she vowed 
quietly, before Sharpclaw had the chance to say 
anything. “Not because I think I deserve it, but 
because I am loyal to my Clan, and to the warrior 
code, above all else.” 

Sharpclaw widened his eyes. Leafstar’s voice grew 
sharper as she continued. “The code says that as 
leader my word is law, and my Clanmates must be 
loyal to me. If any cat cannot be loyal to me in this 
way, they cannot be part of SkyClan.” 

Sharpclaw just nodded. “I never expected anything 
else,” he meowed. 

“What?” Leafstar was outraged. “When you 
challenged me at every turn? When you took patrols 


into the Twolegplace without telling me? When—” 


“But P’ve never doubted that you should be our 
leader,’ Sharpclaw interrupted. “I’ve always believed 
that, ever since Firestar took you to the Skyrock to 
receive your nine lives. I challenged you, yes, so I 
could be sure of your conviction that you were doing 
the right thing.” His green eyes flashed. “What 
SkyClan needs more than anything else is a leader who 
has faith in herself. Because only then could other cats 
have faith in her, too.” 

Leafstar stared at him, stunned. 7 thought he was a 
traitor! But all he cares about is making our Clan 
strong! 

“Then you have to accept the daylight-warriors,” 
she told him, scrambling her thoughts together. “They 
are our Clanmates as much as any cat, and they have 
equal roles to play.” Realizing how deeply she believed 
what she had just said, she added, “So Frecklepaw will 
be apprenticed to Echosong, just as she wishes, and 
we'll offer night training to all cats, not just those based 
in the gorge.” 

“Even in the Twolegplace?” Sharpclaw asked with 
a glint in his eyes. 


Leafstar let her neck fur bristle up, but inwardly she 


was rejoicing at the new relationship that seemed to be 
unfurlng between them. Maybe I shouldnt have 
expected him to respect me when I didnt have 
enough respect for him. “You'll have to let me think 
about that. But you will show respect to the daylight- 
warriors and include them in all the Clan activities. 
They are a worthy part of SkyClan.” 

Sharpclaw gave her a sideways glance. There was 
an edge to his tone as he murmured, “That’s our 
destiny, right?” 

Leafstar halted and faced him; the other cats gave 
them curious glances as they padded past. 

“SkyClan’s destiny is that we will never live in 
isolation from other cats,’ she meowed. “We’re not 
like the forest Clans; we can’t shut ourselves off 
entirely from kittypets or rogues. And visitors will be 
welcome.” 

“Just like that?” Sharpclaw queried. 

Leafstar recalled the havoc that Stick and his 
friends had almost caused in her Clan. “No, there must 
be conditions.” Excitement tingled through her as she 
realized that she was expanding the warrior code itself 


to fit the conditions in which SkyClan had to live. Are 


these the “deeper roots” that the prophecy spoke 
of? 

“Visiting cats must hunt every day,” she continued, 
“but we won’t train them for fighting until they have 
spent one moon with us. And if they bring danger to 
the gorge, they must leave. SkyClan does not offer 
itself to the highest bidder as a fighting force.” She 
lifted her head. “We are a proud, mdependent Clan 
with a code and honor of our own.” 

Sharpclaw let out a small sigh; then he nodded and 
touched his muzzle to the top of Leafstar’s head. “I am 
proud to be your deputy,” he murmured. He gave her a 
long look from sparkling eyes before turning away to 
pad after his Clanmates. 

Leafstar stayed where she was for a moment, 
watching him go. Sharpclaw would never be an easy 
cat, she knew, blindly following her orders. He would 
always be a tough, challenging presence at her 
shoulder, with ideas of his own, and he would never be 
afraid to argue. We’ll have many more quarrels to 
come, I’m sure, Leafstar thought. And thats good. 

Watching her Clanmates pad away from her along 


the riverbank, Leafstar narrowed her eyes. There's 


one more part of my destiny that I need to take 
control of. With energy flooding into her paws she 
bounded forward until she caught up with Billystorm. 

The ginger-and-white tom turned to look at her, his 
gaze warm with welcome. Leafstar reveled in the 
sensation of being close to him. He was so strong, so 
brave, so loyal in the battle... She knew that he 
loved her, but he had accepted her destiny to be the 
leader of SkyClan, and nothing more. He was still 
prepared to go into battle beside her, and forge a path 
for other daylight-warriors to follow. 

But Leafstar wanted more than this. If she could 
choose her Clan’s destiny, she could choose her own. 
She had a deputy and a medicine cat she would trust 
with her eight remaining lives. Even if she had to step 
down from her duties while she nursed a litter of kits. 
In her Clan, her warrior code, there was no law 
against leaders having a mate, and a destiny of their 
own. 

“Will you walk with me a while?” she asked him. 
“We need to talk...” 
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It has been foretold that Jayfeather and Lionblaze will 
hold the power of the stars in their paws. Now they 
must wait for a sign from StarClan to tell them which 
of their Clanmates will complete the prophecy. Soon, a 
StarClan warrior will visit a new ThunderClan 
apprentice—and the lives of the three chosen cats will 
be forever linked. 


CHAPTER 1 


A full moon floated in a cloudless sky, casting thick 
black shadows across the island. The leaves of the 
Great Oak rustled in a hot breeze. Crouched between 
Sorreltail and Graystripe, Lionblaze felt as though he 
couldn’t get enough air. 

“You'd think it would be cooler at night,” he 
grumbled. 

“I know,” Graystripe sighed, shifting uncomfortably 
on the dry, powdery soil. “This season just gets hotter 
and hotter. I can’t even remember when it last rained.” 

Lionblaze stretched up to peer over the heads of the 
other cats at his brother, Jayfeather, who was sitting 
with the medicine cats. Onestar had just reported the 
death of Barkface, and Kestrelflight, the remaining 
WindClan medicine cat, looked rather nervous to be 
representing his Clan alone for the first time. 

“Jayfeather says StarClan hasn’t told him anything 
about the drought,” Lionblaze mewed to Graystripe. “I 
wonder if any of the other medicine cats—” 

He broke off as Firestar, the leader of ThunderClan, 


rose to his paws on the branch where he had been 
sitting while he waited for his turn to speak. 
RiverClan’s leader, Leopardstar, glanced up from the 
branch just below, where she was crouching. Onestar, 
the leader of WindClan, was perched in the fork of a 
bough a few tail-lengths higher, while ShadowClan’s 
leader, Blackstar, was visible just as a gleam of eyes 
among the clustering leaves above Onestar’s branch. 

“Like every other Clan, ThunderClan is troubled by 
the heat,” Firestar began. “But we are coping well. 
Two of our apprentices have been made into warriors 
and received their warrior names: Toadstep and 
Rosepetal.” 

Lionblaze sprang to his paws. “Toadstep! 
Rosepetal!” he yowled. The rest of ThunderClan 
joined in, along with several cats from WindClan and 
ShadowClan, though Lionblaze noticed that the 
RiverClan warriors were silent, looking on with hostility 
in their eyes. 

Who ruffled their fur? he wondered. It was mean- 
spirited for a whole Clan to refuse to greet a new 
warrior at a Gathering. He twitched his ears. He 
wouldn’t forget this the next time Leopardstar 


announced a new RiverClan appointment. 

The two new ThunderClan warriors ducked their 
heads in embarrassment, though their eyes shone as 
they were welcomed by the Clans. Cloudtail, 
Toadstep’s former mentor, was puffed up with pride, 
while Squirrelflight, who had mentored Rosepetal, 
watched the young warriors with gleaming eyes. 

“T’m still surprised Firestar picked Squirrelflight to 
be a mentor,’ Lionblaze muttered to himself. “After 
she told all those lies about us being her kits.” 

“Firestar knows what he’s doing,’ Graystripe 
responded; Lionblaze winced as he realized the gray 
warrior had overheard every word of his criticism. “He 
trusts Squirrelflight, and he wants to show every cat 
that she’s a good warrior and a valued member of 
ThunderClan.” 

“I suppose you’re right.” Lionblaze blinked 
miserably. He had loved and respected Squirrelflight so 
much when he thought she was his mother, but now he 
felt cold and empty when he looked at her. She had 
betrayed him, and his littermates, too deeply for 
forgiveness. Hadn’t she? 

“If you’ve quite finished...” Leopardstar spoke over 


the last of the yowls of welcome and rose to her paws, 
fixing Firestar with a glare. “RiverClan still has a 
report to make.” 

Firestar dipped his head courteously to the 
RiverClan leader and took a pace back, sittng down 
again with his tail wrapped around his paws. “Go 
ahead, Leopardstar.” 

The RiverClan leader was the last to speak at the 
Gathering; Lionblaze had seen her tail twitching 
impatiently while the other leaders made their reports. 
Now her piercing gaze traveled across the cats 
crowded together in the clearmg, while her neck fur 
bristled in fury. 

“Prey-stealers!” she hissed. 

“What?” Lionblaze sprang to his paws; his startled 
yowl was lost in the clamor as more cats from 
ThunderClan, WindClan, and ShadowClan leaped up to 
protest. 

Leopardstar stared down at them, teeth bared, 
making no attempt to quell the tumult. Instinctively 
Lionblaze glanced upward, but there were no clouds to 
cover the moon; StarClan wasn’t showing any anger at 
the outrageous accusation. As if any of the other 


Clans would want to steal slimy, stinky fish! 

He noticed for the first time how thin the RiverClan 
leader looked, her bones sharp as flint beneath her 
dappled fur. The other RiverClan warriors were the 
same, Lionblaze realized, glancing around; even thinner 
than his own Clanmates and the ShadowClan warriors 
—and even thinner than the WindClan cats, who 
looked skinny when they were full-fed. 

“They’re starving...” he murmured. 

“We’re all starving,” Graystripe retorted. 

Lionblaze let out a sigh. What the gray warrior said 
was true. In ThunderClan they had been forced to hunt 
and train at dawn and dusk in order to avoid the 
scorching heat of the day. In the hours surrounding 
sunhigh, the cats spent their time curled up sleeping in 
the precious shade at the foot of the walls of the stone 
hollow. For once the Clans were at peace, though 
Lionblaze suspected it was only because they were all 
too weak to fight, and no Clan had any prey worth 
fighting for. 

Firestar rose to his paws again and raised his tail for 
silence. The caterwauling gradually died away and the 
cats sat down again, directing angry glares at the 


RiverClan leader. 

“T’m sure you have good reason for accusing us all 
like that,’ Firestar meowed when he could make 
himself heard. “Would you like to explain?” 

Leopardstar lashed her tail. “You have all been 
taking fish from the lake,” she snarled. “And those fish 
belong to RiverClan.” 

“No, they don’t,’ Blackstar objected, poking his 
head out from the foliage. “The lake borders all our 
territories. We’re just as entitled to the fish as you 
are.” 

“Especially now,’ Onestar added. “We’re all 
suffering from the drought. Prey is scarce in all our 
territories. If we can’t eat fish, we’ ll starve.” 

Lionblaze stared at the two leaders in astonishment. 
Were ShadowClan and WindClan really so hungry that 
they’d been adding fish to their fresh-kill pile? Things 
must be really bad. 

“But it’s worse for us,’ Leopardstar insisted. 
“RiverClan doesn’t eat any other kind of prey, so all 
the fish should belong to us.” 

“That’s mouse-brained!” Squirrelflight sprang to her 
paws, her bushy tail lashing. “Are you saying that 


RiverClan can’t eat any other prey? Are you admitting 
that your warriors are so incompetent they can’t even 
catch a mouse?” 

“Squirrelflight.” Brambleclaw, the ThunderClan 
deputy, spoke commandingly as he rose from the oak 
root where he had been sitting with the other Clan 
deputies. His voice was coldly polite as he continued. 
“It’s not your place to speak here. However,’ he 
added, looking up at Leopardstar, “she does have a 
point.” 

Lionblaze winced at Brambleclaw’s tone, and he 
couldn’t repress a twinge of sympathy for Squirrelflight 
as she sat down again, her head bent like an apprentice 
scolded in public by her mentor. Even after six moons, 
two whole seasons, Brambleclaw had not forgiven his 
former mate for claiming her sister Leafpool’s kits as 
her own—and therefore his as well. Lionblaze still felt 
dazed whenever he reminded himself that 
Brambleclaw and Squirrelflight were not his real 
mother and father. He and his brother, Jayfeather, 
were the kits of the former ThunderClan medicine cat, 
Leafpool, and Crowfeather, a WindClan warrior. Since 
the truth came out, Brambleclaw and Squirrelflight had 


barely spoken to each other, and although 
Brambleclaw never punished Squirrelflight by giving 
her the hardest tasks or the most dangerous patrols, he 
made sure that their paths never crossed as they 
carried out their duties. 

Squirrelflight’s lie had been bad enough, but 
everything went wrong when she admitted what she 
had done. She had told the truth in a desperate attempt 
to save her kits from Ashfur’s murderous fury at being 
passed over in favor of Brambleclaw, moons before 
Lionblaze and his littermates were born. Lionblaze’s 
and Jayfeather’s sister, Hollyleaf, had killed Ashfur to 
prevent him from revealing the secret at a Gathering. 
Then Hollyleaf vanished behind a fall of earth when 
she tried to escape through the tunnels to start a new 
life. Now the brothers had to accept that they were 
half-Clan, and that their father, Crowfeather, wanted 
nothing to do with them. And, on top of that, there 
were still suspicious looks from some of their own 
Clanmates, which made Lionblaze’s pelt turn hot with 
rage. 

As if we’re suddenly going to turn disloyal 
because we’ve found out our father is a WindClan 


warrior! Who’d want to join those scrawny rabbit- 
munchers? 

Lionblaze watched Jayfeather, wondering if he was 
thinking the same thing. His brother’s sightless blue 
eyes were turned toward Brambleclaw, and his ears 
were alert, but it was hard to tell what was going 
through his mind. To Lionblaze’s relief, the rest of the 
cats seemed too intent on what Leopardstar was 
saying to pay any attention to the rift between 
Brambleclaw and Squirrelflight. 

“The fish in the lake belong to RiverClan,” 
Leopardstar went on, her voice thin and high-pitched 
like wind through the reeds. “Any cat who tries to take 
them will feel our claws. From now on, I will instruct 
our border patrols to include the area around the water 
on every side.” 

“You can’t do that!” Blackstar shouldered his way 
out of the leaves and leaped down to a lower branch, 
from where he could glare threateningly at 
Leopardstar. “Territories have never been extended 
into the lake.” 

Lionblaze pictured the lake as it had been, its waves 
lapping gently against grassy banks with only narrow 


strips of sand and pebbles here and there on the shore. 
Now the water had shrunk away into the middle, 
leaving wide stretches of mud that dried and cracked 
in the merciless greenleaf sun. Surely Leopardstar 
didn’t want to claim those barren spaces as RiverClan 
territory? 

“If any RiverClan patrols set paw on our territory,” 
Onestar growled, baring his teeth, “they’ll wish they 
hadn’t.” 

“Leopardstar, listen.” Lionblaze could tell that 
Firestar was trying hard to stay calm, even though the 
fur on his neck and shoulders was beginning to fluff 
up. “If you carry on like this, you’re going to cause a 
war between the Clans. Cats will be injured. Haven’t 
we got troubles enough without going to look for 
more?” 

“Firestar’s right,’ Sorreltail murmured into 
Lionblaze’s ear. “We should be trying to help one 
another, not fluffing up our fur ready for a fight.” 

Leopardstar crouched down as if she wanted to 
leap at the other leaders, letting out a wordless snarl 
and sliding out her claws. 

This is a time of truce! Lionblaze thought, his eyes 


stretching wide in dismay. A Clan leader attacking 
another cat at a Gathering? It can t happen! 

Firestar had tensed, bracing himself in case 
Leopardstar hurled herself at him. Instead she jumped 
down to the ground with a furious hiss, waving her tail 
for her warriors to gather around her. 

“Stay away from our fish!” she spat as she led the 
way through the bushes that surrounded the clearing, 
toward the tree-bridge that led off the island. Her 
Clanmates followed her, shooting hostile looks at the 
other three Clans as they passed them. Murmurs of 
speculation and comment broke out as they left, but 
then Firestar’s voice rang with authority above the 
noise. 

“The Gathering is at an end! We must return to our 
territories until the next full moon. May StarClan light 
our paths!” 


Lionblaze padded just behind his leader as the 
ThunderClan cats trekked around the edge of the lake 
toward their own territory. The water was barely 
visible, just a silver glimmer in the distance; pale 
moonlight reflected from the surface of the drying 


mud. Lionblaze wrinkled his nose at the smell of rotting 
fish. 

If their prey stinks like that, RiverClan can have 
it! 

Ahead of him, Brambleclaw trudged along next to 
Firestar, with Dustpelt and Ferncloud on the Clan 
leader’s other side. 

“What are we going to do?” the deputy asked. 
“Leopardstar will send out her patrols. What happens 
when we find them on our territory?” 

Firestar twitched his ears. “We need to deal with 
this carefully,’ he meowed. “Zs the bottom of the lake 
our territory? We would never have thought of 
claiming it when it was covered with water.” 

Dustpelt snorted. “If the dry land borders our 
territory, it’s ours now. RiverClan has no rights to hunt 
or patrol there.” 

“But they look so hungry,” Ferncloud mewed gently. 
“And ThunderClan never took fish from the lake 
anyway. Can’t we let them have it?” 

Dustpelt touched his nose briefly to his mate’s ear. 
“Prey is scarce for us, too,” he reminded her. 

“We will not attack RiverClan warriors,” Firestar 


decided. “Not unless they set paw on the ThunderClan 
territory within our scent marks—three tail-lengths 
from the shore, as we agreed when we came here. 
Brambleclaw, make sure that the patrols understand 
that when you send them out tomorrow.” 

“Of course, Firestar,’ the deputy replied, with a 
wave of his tail. 

Lionblaze’s pelt prickled. Even though he respected 
Firestar’s conclusion because he was the Clan leader, 
Lionblaze wasn’t sure that he had made the right 
decision this time. Won t RiverClan think we’re weak 
if we let them come around our side of the lake? 

He jumped at the flick of a tail on his haunches and 
glanced around to see that Jayfeather had caught up to 
him. 

“Leopardstar’s got bees in her brain,” his brother 
announced. “She’ll never get away with this. Sooner or 
later, cats will get clawed.” 

“I know.” Curiously, Lionblaze added, “I heard 
some ShadowClan cats at the Gathering saying that 
Leopardstar lost two lives recently. Is it true?” 

Jayfeather gave him a curt nod. “Yes.” 

“She never announced it,” Lionblaze commented. 


Jayfeather halted, giving his brother a look of such 
sharp intelligence that Lionblaze found it hard to 
believe that his brilliant blue eyes couldn’t see 
anything. “Come on, Lionblaze. When does a Clan 
leader ever announce they’ve lost a life? It would 
make them sound weak. Cats don’t necessarily know 
how many lives their own leader has left.” 

“I suppose so,” Lionblaze admitted, padding on. 

“Leopardstar lost a life from a thorn scratch that got 
infected,” Jayfeather continued. “And then straight 
after that she caught some kind of illness that made 
her terribly thirsty and weak, too. She couldn’t even 
walk as far as the stream to get a drink.” 

“Mothwing and Willowshine told you all that?” 
Lionblaze asked, aware that medicine cats would 
confide in one another without thinking of the Clan 
rivalries that made warriors wary of saying too much. 

“It doesn’t matter how I found out,’ Jayfeather 
retorted. “I know, that’s all.” 

Lionblaze suppressed a shiver. Even though he 
knew that Jayfeather’s powers came from the 
prophecy, it still bothered him that his brother padded 
down paths that no cat, not even another medicine cat, 


had ever trodden before. Jayfeather knew things 
without being told—not even by StarClan. He could 
walk in other cats’ dreams and learn their deepest 
secrets. 

“I guess that’s why Leopardstar is making such a 
nuisance of herself about the fish,’ Lionblaze 
murmured, pushing his uneasiness away. “She wants to 
prove to her Clan that she’s still strong.” 

“She’s going about it the wrong way,” Jayfeather 
stated flatly. “She should know that she can’t make the 
other Clans follow her orders. RiverClan will be worse 
off in the end than if they’d just struggled through the 
drought on their own territory, like the rest of us.” 

They were approaching the stream that marked the 
border between WindClan and ThunderClan. The 
water that had spilled into the lake with a rush and a 
gurgle just last newleaf had dwindled to a narrow 
stream of green slime, easily leaped over. Lionblaze 
drew a breath of relief as he plunged into the 
undergrowth beyond, under the familiar trees of his 
own territory. 

“Maybe it'll all blow over,’ he meowed hopefully. 
“Leopardstar might see sense when she thinks about 


what the other leaders told her at the Gathering.” 

Jayfeather let out a contemptuous snort. 
“Hedgehogs will fly before Leopardstar backs down. 
No, Lionblaze, the only thing that will solve our 
problem is for the lake to fill up again.” 


Lionblaze was padding through long, lush grass, his 
paws sinking into water at every step. A cool breeze 
ruffled his fur. Any moment now, he could put down 
his head and drink as much as he wanted, relieving the 
thirst that burned inside him like a thorn. A vole popped 
out of the reed bed in front of him, but before 
Lionblaze could leap on it, something hard poked him in 
the side. He woke up to find himself in his nest in the 
warriors’ den, with Cloudtail standing over him. His fur 
felt sticky, and the air smelled of dust. 

“Wake up,’ the white warrior meowed, giving 
Lionblaze another prod. “What are you, a dormouse?” 

“Did you have to do that?” Lionblaze complained. “I 
was having this really great dream...” 

“And now you can go on a really great water 
patrol.” Cloudtail’s tone was unsympathetic. Since the 
streams that fed the lake had dried up, the only source 


of water was the shallow, brackish pool in the middle 
of the lake bed. Patrols went down several times a day 
to collect water for the Clan, in addition to hunting and 
patrolling as usual. The greenleaf nights seemed 
shorter than ever when every cat was tired out from 
extra duties. 

Lionblaze’s jaws gaped in an enormous yawn. 
“Okay, I’m coming.” 

He followed Cloudtail out of the den, shaking scraps 
of moss from his pelt. The sky was pale with the first 
light of dawn, and although the sun had not yet risen 
the air was hot and heavy. Lionblaze groaned inwardly 
at the thought of yet another dry, scorching day. 

Hazeltail, her apprentice, Blossompaw, Berrynose, 
and Icecloud were sitting outside the den; they rose to 
their paws as Cloudtail appeared with Lionblaze. None 
of them had been to the Gathering the night before, but 
Lionblaze could tell from their tense expressions that 
they knew about Leopardstar’s threats. 

“Let’s go.” Cloudtail waved his tail toward the thorn 
tunnel. 

As Lionblaze padded through the forest behind the 
white warrior, he overheard Berrynose boasting to 


Icecloud: “RiverClan had better not mess with us when 
we get to the lake. I’ll teach any cat not to get in my 
fur.” 

Icecloud murmured something in reply that 
Lionblaze didn’t catch. Berrynose thinks he’s so 
great, he thought. But its mouse-brained to go 
looking for trouble when none of us is strong 
enough for a battle. 

To his relief, Cloudtail took his patrol to the foot of a 
huge oak tree and instructed them to collect bundles of 
moss to soak in the lake. Berrynose couldn’t go on 
teling Icecloud what a fantastic warrior he was when 
his jaws were stuffed with fluffy green stalks. 

When they reached the lake, Cloudtail paused 
briefly at the edge, gazing out across the lake bottom. 
It looked dry and powdery near the bank, with jagged 
cracks stretching across it; farther out it glistened in 
the pale light of dawn. As he tried to work out where 
the mud ended and the water began, Lionblaze spotted 
the tiny figures of four cats, far out across the mud. 
He set down his bundle of moss and tasted the air; the 
faint scent of RiverClan wafted toward him, mingled 
with the familiar stink of dead fish. 


“Now listen,” Cloudtail began, setting down his own 
bundle. “RiverClan can’t object to us taking water, and 
Firestar has already said that he doesn’t want any 
fighting. Have you got that, Berrynose?” He gave the 
younger warrior a hard stare. 

Reluctantly Berrynose nodded. “Kay,” he mumbled 
around his mouthful of moss. 

“Make sure you don’t forget.” With a final glare 
Cloudtail led his patrol out across the mud toward the 
distant lake. 

The surface of the mud was hard at first, but as the 
patrol drew closer to the water Lionblaze found his 
paws sinking in at every step. “This is disgusting,” he 
muttered, his words muffled by the moss as he tried to 
shake off the sticky, pale brown blobs. ‘TIl never get 
clean again.” 

As they approached the water’s edge, he saw that 
the RiverClan cats had clustered together and were 
waiting for them, blocking their way: Reedwhisker and 
Graymist, with Otterheart and her apprentice, 
Sneezepaw. They all looked thin and exhausted, but 
their eyes glittered with hostility and ther fur was 
bristling as if they would leap into battle for a couple of 


mousetails. 

Reedwhisker stepped forward. “Have you forgotten 
what Leopardstar told you at the Gathering last night?” 
he challenged. “The fish in the lake belong to 
RiverClan.” 

“We’re not here to fish,’ Cloudtail replied calmly, 
setting down his moss. “We only want water. You’re 
not going to deny us that, are you?” 

“Are there no streams in your territory?” Graymist 
demanded. 

“The streams have dried up, as you know very 
well” Lionblaze saw the tip of Cloudtail’s tail twitch 
irritably as he answered; the fiery white warrior was 
finding it hard to control his temper. “We need water 
from the lake.” 

“And we’ll take it whether you like it or not,” 
Berrynose added, dropping his moss and taking a 
threatening step forward. 

Instantly the four RiverClan cats slid out their 
claws. “The lake belongs to us,” Otterheart hissed. 

Blossompaw’s eyes stretched wide in dismay and 
Hazeltail stepped forward, thrusting her apprentice 
behind her. Lionblaze braced himself and unsheathed 


his claws, ready to spring. 

Cloudtail whipped around to face his patrol. “Keep 
your jaws shut!” he ordered Berrynose. 

“Are you going to let them talk to us like that?” 
Berrynose challenged. “I’m not scared of them, even if 
you are.” 

Cloudtail stepped forward until he was nose to nose 
with the younger warrior, his eyes like chips of ice. 
“One more word and you’ ll be searching the elders for 
ticks for the next moon. Understand?” 

Lionblaze felt a tingle of shock run beneath his fur. 
Cloudtail was brisk at the best of times, but he’d never 
seen him this angry at one of his own Clanmates. It 
was as if collecting water was the most important thing 
in the world to Cloudtait—and maybe it was, with his 
Clan weakened by thirst and getting weaker. Lionblaze 
wondered what would happen if RiverClan succeeded 
in preventing the other Clans from getting near the 
water. Would three of the four Clans die out? 

Not waiting for Berrynose’s response, Cloudtail 
swung around and addressed the RiverClan cats again. 
“I apologize for my warrior,’ he meowed. His voice 
was tight; Lionblaze could tell what an effort he was 


making to stay polite. “I think he must have caught a 
touch of the sun. Now, I’d appreciate it if you'd let us 
take some water.” 

For a heartbeat Reedwhisker paused. Lionblaze felt 
his paws itch with the urge to spring into battle. 
Cloudtail had warned them that they were too weak to 
fight, but he didn’t know that Lionblaze was one of the 
Three and had the power to fight the fiercest battles 
without getting a single scratch. But I know we've got 
problems enough without fighting one another. 

Finally Reedwhisker stepped back, gesturing with 
his tail for the rest of his patrol to do the same. “Take 
water, but no fish,” he growled. 

We’re not here for fish. How many more times 
will we have to tell you that? Lionblaze thought. 

“Thank you.” Cloudtail dipped his head and padded 
up to the water’s edge. Lionblaze followed, aware of 
the hostile gaze of the RiverClan cats boring into his 
back, watching his every move. His fury welled up 
again. This is just stupid! Do they think I can 
smuggle a fish out under my pelt? 

He could see that his Clanmates were angry, too; 
Cloudtail’s tail-tip twitched and Berrynose’s eyes were 


blazing, though he had the sense to keep quiet. The 
she-cats’ fur was bristling, and they glared over their 
shoulders at the RiverClan cats as they padded past. 

Lionblaze soaked his moss in the lake water and 
lapped up a few mouthfuls. It was warm and tasted of 
earth and weeds, hardly quenching his thirst. He 
forced himself to swallow, wincing as the gritty liquid 
slid down his throat. The sun had risen, its harsh rays 
slashing across the tops of the trees, and there was no 
sign of a cloud from one horizon to the other. 

How much longer can we go on like this? 


CHAPTER 2 


Jayfeather picked through the herbs in the storage 
cave at the back of his den. The leaves and stems felt 
dry and crackly, and their scents were musty. J should 
be stocking up for leaf-fall, he thought. But how 
can I when there s no fresh growth? 

The pressure of being ThunderClan’s only medicine 
cat weighed like a stone in his belly. He remembered 
all the times he had grumbled about Leafpool telling 
him what to do. Now he wished that she had never 
resigned as a medicine cat and gone to live in the 
warriors’ den. What does it matter that she had kits? 
She still knows all about herbs, and what to do 
when a cat is injured. 

His pelt prickled with the bitter memory of a few 
days ago, when Briarpaw had pelted into the camp and 
skidded to a halt in front of his den. 

“Jayfeather!” she panted. “Come quick! Firestar’s 
hurt!” 

“What? Where?” 

“A fox got him!” The young apprentice’s voice was 


shaking with fear. “On the ShadowClan border, near 
the dead tree.” 

“Okay, Im coming.” Inwardly Jayfeather felt just 
as scared, but he forced himself to sound confident. 
“Go find Leafpool and tell her.” 

Briarpaw let out a startled gasp, but Jayfeather 
didn’t pause to ask why. Grabbing a few stems of 
horsetail, he raced out through the thorn tunnel and 
headed for the ShadowClan border. Only when he was 
already on his way did he remember that Leafpool 
wasn’t a medicine cat any longer. 

Before he reached the dead tree, the scent of blood 
led him to his leader. Firestar was lying on his side in a 
clump of ferns, his breath coming harsh and shallow. 
Sandstorm and Graystripe were crouched over him 
while Thornclaw kept watch from the top of a tree 
stump. 

“Thank StarClan!” Sandstorm exclaimed as 
Jayfeather dashed up. “Firestar, Jayfeather’s here. 
Just hold on.” 

“What happened?” Jayfeather asked, running his 
paws gently over Firestar’s side. His belly lurched as 
he discovered a long gash with blood still pulsing out of 


It. 

“We were patrolling, and a fox leaped out at us,” 
Graystripe replied. “We chased it off, but...” His voice 
choked. 

“Find some cobwebs,” Jayfeather ordered. He 
began to chew up the horsetail to make a poultice. 
Where s Leafpool? he asked himself in agony. J don t 
know if I’m doing the right thing. 

He patted the poultice onto the gash in his leader’s 
side, binding it with the cobwebs that Graystripe thrust 
into his paws, but before he had finished he heard 
Firestar’s breathing grow slower and slower, until at 
last it stopped. 

“He’s losing a life,” Sandstorm whispered. 

Jayfeather went on numbly fixing the poultice in 
place, so that when Firestar recovered he wouldn’t 
lose any more blood. The time seemed to stretch out 
unnaturally, and Jayfeather’s mind whirled as he tried 
to count up how many lives his leader had left. 

That wasn t his last life, was it? It couldn’t be! 

He had almost given up hope, when Firestar gave a 
cough, his breathing started up again, and he raised his 
head. “Thanks, Jayfeather,” he mewed weakly. “Don’t 


look so worried. I’ll be fine in a few heartbeats.” 

But as Firestar set off back to camp, leaning on 
Graystripe’s shoulder, with Sandstorm padding along 
anxiously on his other side and Thornclaw bringing up 
the rear, Jayfeather hadn’t been able to forgive 
himself. J needed Leafpool, and she wasn t here. His 
former mentor hadn’t appeared until they were within 
sight of the stone hollow. She had been hunting on the 
WindClan border, and it had taken Briarpaw all that 
time to find her. 

“You did your best,” she reassured Jayfeather when 
he told her what had happened. “Sometimes that’s all 
you can do.” 

But Jayfeather wasn’t convinced; he knew that 
Leafpool would have saved Firestar if she had been 
there. 

My Clan leader lost a life because of me, he told 
himself bitterly. What sort of medicine cat does that 
make me? 

Now he finished sorting through the herbs, picked 
up a mouthful of ragwort, and set off for the elders’ 
den. When he ducked under the outer boughs of the 
hazel bush, he found Mousefur curled up near the 


trunk, snoring gently, while Longtail and the old loner, 
Purdy, sat side by side in the shade of the rock wall. 

“So this badger, see, was out lookin’ for trouble, an’ 
I tracked it—” Purdy broke off as Jayfeather entered 
the den. “Hello, young ’un! What can we do for you?” 

“Eat these herbs.” Jayfeather dropped the stems 
and divided them carefully into three. “It’s ragwort; it’ Il 
keep your strength up.” 

He heard Purdy’s wheezing breath as the old loner 
padded up and prodded the herbs with one paw. “That 
stuff? Looks funny to me.” 

“Never mind what it looks like,” Jayfeather hissed 
through gritted teeth. “Just eat it. You too, Longtail.” 

“Okay.” The blind elder padded across and licked 
up the herbs. “Come on, Purdy,” he mewed through 
the mouthful. “You know they’ll do you good.” His 
voice was hoarse, and his paw steps were unsteady. 
Every hair on Jayfeather’s pelt prickled with anxiety. 
The whole Clan was hungry and thirsty, but Longtail 
seemed to be suffering particularly badly. Jayfeather 
suspected he was giving his share of water and food to 
Mouse fur. 

If I can get Purdy on his own, I'll ask him. 


Purdy grunted disbelievingly, but Jayfeather heard 
him chewing up the ragwort. “Tastes foul,’ the old 
loner complained. 

Jayfeather picked up the remaining herbs and 
padded across to Mousefur. The elder was already 
waking up, roused by the sound of voices. “What do 
you want?” she demanded. “Can’t a cat get any sleep 
around here?” 

She sounded as cranky as ever, which reassured 
Jayfeather that at least she was managing to cope with 
the heat. When Mousefur sounds nice and sweet, 
I'll really start worrying! 

“Ragwort,” he meowed. “You need to eat it.” 

Mousefur let out a sigh. “I suppose you’ll nag me 
until I do. Well, while I’m eating it, you can tell me 
what went on at the Gathering last night.” 

Jayfeather waited until he heard the old cat 
beginning to nibble on the herbs, then launched into an 
account of the previous night’s Gathering. 

“What?” Mousefur choked on a ragwort leaf when 
Jayfeather came to the point where Leopardstar had 
laid claim to the lake and all the fish. “She can’t do 
that!” 


Jayfeather shrugged. “She’s done it. She said that 
RiverClan deserves to have all the fish because they 
can’t eat any other sort of prey.” 

“And StarClan let her get away with it?” Mousefur 
hissed. “There were no clouds covering the moon?” 

“If there had been, the Gathering would have 
broken up.” 

“What are our warrior ancestors thinking?” 
Mousefur snarled. “How could they stand by and let 
that mange-ridden she-cat decide that no other Clans 
can use the lake?” 

Jayfeather couldn’t answer her. He hadn’t received 
any signs from StarClan recently, not since the 
beginning of the hot weather. Leafpool would have 
heard from StarClan by now, he thought. They 
would have told her what to do to help the Clan. 

Leaving Mousefur muttering darkly over the last of 
the ragwort, Jayfeather pushed his way out of the 
elders’ den and headed into the clearing. Passing the 
apprentices’ den, he picked up a couple of unexpected 
scents. “Now what’s going on?” he meowed trritably. 

He padded across to the den and stuck his head 
through the bracken that covered the entrance. He 


could hear muffled whispering and rustling among the 
moss and bracken of the apprentices’ nests. 

“Dovekit! Ivykit!” he growled. “Come out of there. 
You’re not apprentices yet.” 

The two kits scampered out of the den, stifling 
mrrows of laughter as they halted beside Jayfeather 
and shook scraps of moss from their fur. 

“We were only looking!” Dovekit protested. “We’ll 
be apprentices any day now, so we wanted to choose 
good places for our new nests.” 

“Side by side,” Ivykit added. “We’re going to do all 
our training together.” 

“That’s right,’ Dovekit mewed. “And we’re never 
going on patrol with any other cats.” 

Jayfeather let out a snort, not knowing whether he 
felt amused or frustrated. “In your dreams, kits. The 
other apprentices will tell you where you’re going to 
sleep. And your mentors will tell you when to patrol, 
and who to go with.” 

The two kits were silent for a couple of heartbeats. 
Then Dovekit burst out, “We don’t care! Come on, 
Ivykit, let’s tell Whitewing that we looked in the den!” 

Jayfeather stayed where he was for a moment as 


the two kits bundled off toward the nursery. There was 
an ache in his chest as he remembered when he had 
been a kit and believed he had a mother to boast to. 
Now he only had Leafpool. 

As though the thought had called her up, his real 
mother’s scent drifted toward him as she emerged 
from the thorn tunnel with the rest of a hunting patrol. 
Tasting the air, Jayfeather could tell that Dustpelt, 
Brackenfur, and even the apprentice Bumblepaw were 
carrying fresh-kill, but Leafpool had nothing. 

Jayfeather’s lip curled into a sneer. All she’s 
caught is fleas! She ï a medicine cat, not a warrior. 
She should be helping me, not trying to pretend 
that her entire history vanished on the day the truth 
came out. 

He heard Leafpool’s paw steps padding toward him, 
but he didn’t want to talk to her. He turned his head 
away, and felt her sadness as she passed him. She 
didn’t try to speak, but he could pick up her loneliness 
and sense of defeat as sharply as if they were his own. 
Its as if shes given up every scrap of fight she 
ever had! 

Jayfeather could sense the awkwardness of the rest 


of the patrol, too, as if they didn’t know how to treat 
Leafpool anymore. She had been their trusted 
medicine cat for so long that they didn’t want to punish 
her for loving a WindClan cat once, but it seemed as if 
they no longer knew how to treat her as a much-loved 
and loyal Clanmate. 

The hunting patrol started to put their prey on the 
fresh-kill pile. Brightheart followed them in through the 
thorn tunnel; Jayfeather caught the tang of the yarrow 
she was carrying. 

“That’s great, Brightheart,’ he called. “I wasn’t 
sure you'd be able to find any, and we’re totally out.” 

“There’re a few plants near the old Twoleg nest,” 
Brightheart mumbled around her mouthful of stems as 
she headed for the medicine cat’s den. 

Many seasons ago, a former medicine cat, 
Cinderpelt, had taught Brightheart the basic uses of 
herbs and how to treat minor wounds and illnesses. 
Ever since Jayfeather had become the only 
ThunderClan medicine cat, Brightheart had been 
helping him by gathering herbs and dealing with 
straightforward injuries. He knew she could never be 
his real apprentice—she was older than him, and 


committed to being a warrior—but he was grateful for 
her support. 

Besides, I dont need to choose an apprentice 
yet. That was for older medicine cats; he felt countless 
moons stretching out ahead of him, thrumming beneath 
his paws like the ancient footprints he walked in by the 
Moonpool. And of course there was still the Prophecy 
to fulfill before it was his turn to jom StarClan. There 
will be three ... who hold the power of the stars in 
their paws. 

The sun was well above the trees by now, beating 
down so that Jayfeather’s fur felt as if it were on fire. 
I can almost smell the smoke! 

Then his nose twitched. The acrid scent tickling his 
nostrils really was smoke. His pelt prickling with fear, 
he tasted the air for a couple of heartbeats, just to be 
certain, and located the smell at the edge of the hollow, 
close to the elders’ den. 

“Fire!” he yowled, launching himself toward the 
smell of burning. 

Almost in the same heartbeat, he stumbled as 
Dovekit hurtled past him, her pelt brushing his as she 
raced out into the center of the clearing. 


“Fire!” she screeched. “The Clan is on fire!” 

Jayfeather was impressed that she had smelled the 
smoke so quickly. J thought my nose was the best in 
the Clan! But there was no time to think about that 
now. He had to find the fire and put it out before it 
spread to the rest of the camp. 

More caterwauling broke out behind Jayfeather as 
he ran toward the hazel bush. He scented Brackenfur 
racing beside him and snapped, “Get the elders out of 
their den!” 

The ginger warrior veered away to the entrance; 
Jayfeather raced on past the den, guided by the scent 
of smoke. As he drew closer to the rock wall he could 
hear the crackle of flames. A wave of heat rolled out 
to meet him and he halted. Frustration at his blindness 
swept over him, fierce as the fire. Z don t know where 
to attack it! 

Then another cat shouldered him out of the way; 
Jayfeather picked up Graystripe’s scent, with Firestar 
and Squirrelflight just behind him. 

“We need water,” the Clan leader mewed crisply. 
“Jayfeather, find some cats to go down to the lake.” 

“That'll take too long,’ Graystripe yelped. “Kick 


dust on the fire, quick!” 

Jayfeather heard the sound of vigorous scraping, but 
the smoke and flames didn’t die down. He turned 
away, about to obey Firestar’s order, when he heard 
the sound of several cats racing over toward the fire. 

“Cloudtail! Lionblaze!” Firestar exclaimed. “Thank 
StarClan!” 

Jayfeather picked up the scent of wet moss as his 
brother and several other cats brushed past him. There 
was a loud hissing sound, and the acrid smell of smoke 
suddenly became much stronger. It caught in his throat 
and he retreated, coughing. 

Moments later, Lionblaze jomed him. “That was 
close!” he panted. “If we hadn’t come just then, the 
whole camp could have caught fire.” 

“You’re sure the fire’s out?” Jayfeather asked, 
blinking eyes that stung from the smoke. 

“Firestar is checking.” Lionblaze let out a long sigh. 
“And now I suppose we’ ll have to go get more water. 
I just hope the RiverClan cats have gone.” 

“RiverClan?” Jayfeather felt his neck fur begin to 
bristle. 

“There was a patrol out there when we arrived,” 


Lionblaze explained. “We nearly had to fight for a few 
mouthfuls of water. If the RiverClan cats are still 
there, they certainly won’t welcome us back.” His 
voice grew heavy with anger. “They looked as if they 
were counting every drop!” 

Jayfeather’s tail drooped as he stood beside his 
brother among the sooty remnants of the fire. Around 
him, cats were beginning to carry the burnt debris out 
of the camp; the sharp scent made him cough again. 

Will the end of the Clans be like this? he 
wondered. Just like the lake is shrinking? So 
ordinary, and frustrating, and so bitterly, painfully 
slow? 

Lionblaze touched his nose to Jayfeather’s shoulder 
in a gesture of comfort. “Remember, we will be Three 
again,” he murmured. “Whitewing’s kits are Firestar’s 
kin, too.” 

Jayfeather shrugged. “How can we be sure? Why 
hasn’t StarClan sent us a sign?” 

“We don’t know that the prophecy came from them 
in the first place,” his brother pointed out. 

“But they—” 

A loud yowl from across the clearing interrupted 


what Jayfeather was about to say. “Hey, Jayfeather!” 

Jayfeather’s whiskers twitched as he recognized 
the voice of the most annoying cat in the Clan. “What 
is it now, Berrynose?” he asked with a sigh, heading in 
his direction. 

Berrynose padded up to meet him; Jayfeather 
detected the scent of Poppyfrost just behind him. 

“Poppyfrost is having kits,’ the young warrior 
announced importantly. “My kits.” 

“Congratulations,” Jayfeather murmured. 

“I want you to tell her she’s got to rest and take 
care of herself,’ Berrynose went on. “Having kits can 
be dangerous, right?” 

“Well ... sometimes,” Jayfeather admitted. 

“Yeah, I heard that the kits can come too soon, or 
they can be weak, or—” 

“Berrynose,” Poppyfrost interrupted; Jayfeather 
could pick up her distress as clearly as if she had 
caterwauled it to the whole camp. “I’m sure PI be 
okay.” 

“Or the kits take too long in coming,” Berrynose 
finished, as if his mate hadn’t spoken. 

“There can be problems, but...” Jayfeather padded 


forward until he could give Poppyfrost a good sniff. 
“She’s a healthy she-cat,” he went on. “There’s no 
reason she can’t carry on with her normal duties for 
now.” 

“What?” Berrynose sounded outraged. “That’s not 
good enough! Poppyfrost, you go into the nursery right 
now, and let Ferncloud and Daisy take care of you.” 

“Really, there’s no need—” Poppyfrost began, but 
Berrynose was already nudging her across the clearing 
toward the entrance to the nursery. 

Jayfeather stood still as the sound of their paw steps 
retreated. Why consult a medicine cat if you’re not 
going to listen, mouse-brain? 

Defeat suddenly flooded over Jayfeather like a huge 
wave. What was the point of having the power of the 
stars in his paws if even his own Clanmates didn’t 
listen to him? “I don’t know if we can do this on our 
own,” he murmured to himself. “Two or three of us...” 
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